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ABSTRACT:
Crafting Girlhoods
by
Elissa Myers
Advisor: Talia Schaffer
Crafting Girlhoods emphasizes nineteenth and early twentieth century British and
American girls' agency and creativity within the prescribed limits of educational crafts—
including sewing and periodical-making. My first section shows how girls use psychological
means to resist the cultural and gendered imperatives of sewing and tidiness, while my second
section shows how girls resisted the censorship and harassment that the newspaper and
periodical forms allowed by creating intimate communities in the pages of their periodicals that
could help them negotiate these difficulties. In both cases, I will show how the craft forms
themselves were their own antidote to the constricting force of education, due to the potential for
variation within them.
While craft forms were part of an emphasis on tidiness that was designed to produce
normative white feminine embodiment, the formal affordances of crafts also offered
opportunities for creativity and subtle resistance to these dictates. From Nancy Reece (Cherokee)
who attempted to give back the charity she received at her mission school through the creation of
a charitable sewing society, to Christeen Baker (Choctaw) who subverted the individualistic
sampler form to create a document of collective witness to her forced removal, to the resistant
untidiness of Jane Eyre’s Helen Burns, to the advocacy work of young African American and
white women in amateur journalism, Crafting Girlhoods analyzes ways that nineteenth century
girls used craft forms for their own economic, creative, and professional enrichment.
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While scholars such as Marah Gubar and Victoria Ford Smith have moved the fields of
children's literature and history beyond reductive assumptions that children passively consume
the media they are given, these scholars’ use of the term agency to refer to children’s literary
collaborations with adults encourages a focus on the experiences of only a very small segment of
children who were privileged to engage in such collaboration. In contrast, Crafting Girlhoods
analyzes agency as situated, drawing on children’s literature scholarship that shows the ways that
race has constructed childhood (Robin Bernstein and Nazera Sadiq Wright). Crafting Girlhoods
redefines children’s agency as the ability to create caring communities through crafting and
promotes forms of engagement with archival sources that better enable the researching of
minoritized children’s histories.
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Introduction: Archival Recovery Work and/as Children’s Literature

Fig. 1, Illustrated Amateur Magazine, Jan. 1898; Margaret Strickland Papers; MSS 77, Box 6, Folder 10, Fales
Library and Special Collections, New York University Libraries. Photo by the author.

Agnes, Margaret, and Mary Diana Strickland of Holmdale, Tweedy Road, Bromley, Kent
began to produce their Illustrated Amateur Magazine (I.A.M.) when Agnes was 20, Margaret
was 17, and Mary Diana was 14. In the beginning, they worked with a team of two apparently
adult amateur editors, Stanley Tatham and T.J. Remington Jr., and a number of their young
friends and adult family friends who contributed. The sisters were from a literary family, the
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great-nieces of Agnes Strickland, a biographer who wrote the book The Queens of England, and
Catherine Parr Traill, author of botanical guides and emigrant guides for Canadian women.
Though Agnes's adult career is unknown, both Margaret and Mary Diana grew up to be
professional creative women—with Margaret becoming a writer of stories for children including
the Michael Gerahty detective stories and Mary Diana (later Diana Malet Veale) becoming a
celebrated artist of life in South Affrica (then Rhodesia) after her immigration there. The Fales
Collection at NYU holds issues that run from the first in 1897 to 1899 (though this may not be
the magazine's last issue). The magazine frequently featured serial stories by Margaret and
artwork by Agnes, and Mary Diana (see fig. 1).

Studying Children’s Periodicals as a Form: Beyond the Apprenticeship Model
There is no doubt that the young women who created these magazines were exceptionally
talented. Agnes's watercolors are rich and colorful, Mary Diana's drawings show excellent
attention to detail and form, and Margaret's serial stories show her development of skills in
several styles of writing including realism and detective fiction. Because the authors of the
I.A.M. did not become canonical authors, their papers provide scholars a way of accessing trends
in children's culture without straying into the apprenticeship model that, according to juvenilia
scholar Christine Alexander, infects much scholarship on manuscript magazines and juvenilia in
general. This model, according to Alexander, interprets children's work only in the context of the
writers' later works—a temptation that is incredibly difficult to resist when we as scholars have a
strong investment in the adult works of the authors we are examining (as is the case with the oftexamined juvenilia of Austen, the Brontës, and the young Louisa May Alcott and her siblings).
My analysis of the periodicals of ordinary children like the Stricklands is therefore a response to
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Alexander’s call to analyze “childhood writings as a body of work, almost a genre, in their own
right, and for this purpose,” and to “consider them not just in relation to the adult works of the
same author, but in relation to each other” (3). In addition, however, I hope to show that a focus
on canonical authors not only reproduces our bias toward adult authors, but also an institutional
bias toward canonical literature that has controlled what literature has been preserved in archives
and libraries, and catalogued in such a way that it could be located in the first place. When
scholars look for children’s cultural productions in the archive, we often face the reality that the
word “child” will be nowhere in the catalogue record, and thus, we must already know either
what (the kinds of things children were likely to make) or who (the names of children who made
things) we’re looking for, when we look for these productions. For this reason, the
apprenticeship model that Alexander identifies is present in a different way in children’s
literature scholarship. Rather than focusing as Brontë or Alcott scholars might, on the degree to
which authors’ childhood works exemplify or prefigure trends in their later work, children’s
literature scholars tend to focus on such canonical authors’ childhood work or the childhood
work of children who were connected with famous authors.
Even studies on child agency that attempt to generalize about the broader contours of
children’s experiences still focus on texts that either show children’s engagement with published
literature or were published by children in collaboration with adults. This is perhaps because our
interest in agency as a field arose as a response to what many scholars perceived as an excessive
focus on the oppressive qualities of children’s literature. In 2013, Marah Gubar—a leader in this
call for attention to agency—first called for more attention to “actual children” in children’s
literature as a response to the work of scholars such as Jacqueline Rose, Karen Lesnik-Oberstein,
and Perry Nodelman whom she argues (quoting Nodelman) “have been so anxious to avoid
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saying anything about children that they urge us to define children’s literature as ‘an adult
practice’ (“Risky Business” 450). In response to this idea of children’s literature as an adult
practice, Gubar argues in favor of scholarship that “direct[s] our attention to how children’s texts
are received by young people, the creative play and conversations they inspire, how they
circulate and get transformed in homes, libraries, schools, and online” (“Risky Business” 452).
Gubar argues that there are important points of contact where children have been involved in the
production of published texts, but does not focus as much on the productions of ordinary children
who may not have had contact with literary authors, or whose texts might not reflect an
engagement with published literature that we as children’s literature scholars are familiar with.
There is an important tension in Gubar’s argument for “theoriz[ing] in more nuanced
ways about what it means to be a child, to have a voice, and to exercise agency,” and this focus
on children’s work only as it comes into contact with an adult publishing or production industries
(“Risky Business” 453). However, this tension can be explained by Gubar’s stance against those
scholars who defined children’s literature as an oppressive genre written by adults for children.
A similar dynamic is also present in later work on agency such as that by Victoria Ford Smith,
who argues that we should “commit to exploring the cultural work of real children, not in spite
of, but in dialogue with social constructions of the child, then we are emboldened to reconsider,
perhaps radically, the type of connections children did and can form with adults” (257). Again,
Ford Smith emphasizes the importance of maintaining a focus on the construct of the child (in
literature written for children) alongside a focus on children’s own work. These calls to study
children’s agency coupled with a desire to show that children’s literature is not an adult practice
have brought about a focus, in recent years, on literary collaborations of children and published
writers (Ford Smith’s reading of Robert Louis Stevenson and his stepson, for instance, and

5
Gubar’s reading of Lewis Carroll’s photographs of children). While both Gubar and Ford Smith
address productions created entirely by children (such as children’s letters written to theatre stars
and amateur journalism), they do so as a way of showing how these productions intersect with
adult-written literature or represent collaborations with adult writers. While this focus makes a
certain degree of sense for scholars in the discipline of literature, it does not, however, give us
access to the contributions of ordinary children as a category. Moreover, such work focuses on
literature produced by children in collaboration with adults because focusing on the work of
children in isolation or in collaboration with each other would not provide the type of evidence
needed to refute the arguments made by followers of Rose—evidence of adults’ ability to enable
and support children’s literary endeavors. While learning more about the literary collaborations
between children and adults has been an important and productive focus in children’s literature,
it has also obscured other nearly ubiquitous types of creative work done by children in the
nineteenth century such as needlework samplers and periodicals.
This tendency to overlook the productions of ordinary children does not simply reflect a
desire to respond to Rose, however, but also the way in which agency has come to be understood
in children’s literature scholarship as a function not just of children’s relation to adults, but to
adult authors and texts. Despite excellent, groundbreaking scholarship on non-literary texts and
texts created by ordinary children—in particular, material culture such as toys (see the work of
Robin Bernstein, for instance), and a wave of scholars who position themselves within childhood
studies (Marah Gubar and Victoria Ford Smith amongst the most prominent), much of the
scholarship on objects and texts made by children in the past comes from scholars who were
trained as historians. These scholars approach diaries, toys, etc. as documents that can inform us
about the children of the past (Karen Sánchez-Eppler, for instance). For scholars within
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children’s literature on the other hand, a connection to published literature by adults still seems
necessary, which keeps children’s literature scholars from asking the question “What did
children make or write in the past, and what can their writings tell me about their methods of
exercising agency?” This is a question that is interdisciplinary in that it not only borrows the
methods of history or analyzes historical documents, but does so in response to questions that are
asked by the history of childhood as a discipline—what can these documents tell me about
children’s lives in the past, and about how that past has been constructed in our scholarship?

Towards More Historicized Definitions of Children’s Literature
To investigate the intersection between children’s writing and creative production and
their agency, I argue, we cannot look only at the work of children that was published, or the
unpublished work of those later associated with literature as an institution. To that end, Crafting
Girlhoods iterates beyond normative models of children’s literature to argue for a definition of
the category that allows children themselves to be a more active part of it, rather than merely
respondents or even collaborators. I build here on the work of scholars in children’s literature,
the history of childhood, and book history who carefully historicize their definitions of children’s
literature and literature writ large, to take into consideration the everyday practices of literacy
and play, and to show the degree to which our definitions of literature have artificially cordoned
the bound book off from such practices. Robin Bernstein, for instance, repositions children’s
literature within history, pointing out that “children’s literature as a genre…emerged through the
relation between books and toys” and that “this magnetism with the material culture of play
distinguishes children’s literature from other literatures” (“Toys Are Good for Us” 162). While I
will argue for the inclusion of material culture artifacts in my dissertation on different grounds,
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Bernstein’s comment points out the need to historicize our definition of what children’s literature
is. Bernstein also shows how defining children’s literature can create an abstraction of children’s
real lives. By “tear[ing] children’s literature from material culture, despite the interweaving of
fiction and playthings,” disciplinary definitions that focus on the bound book “create the
appearance of an impossible top-down system” (163).
Because of the centrality of circulation to the field of book history, it is perhaps
unsurprising that scholars who draw on this discipline, including Nazera Sadiq Wright and Ellen
Gruber Garvey, are also frequently interested in children’s textual practices of socialization such
as nineteenth-century scrapbook albums. Wright, for instance, brings book history to bear on
children’s uncatalogued signatures in autograph albums, and Garvey documents young black
girls’ use of lynching scrapbooks as a way of coping with the incredible violence done to African
American children by white supremacists and as a way of raising consciousness about racism1.
This work again historicizes the definition of literature—this time, to show how literature as an
institution has served the privileged, and how young people have resisted using the textual means
available to them. Similarly, Elizabeth Massa Hoiem and Mitzi Myers have shown how ideas
about class and gender respectively have caused us to omit didactic literature from our purview,
despite the genre’s prevalence and the important cultural work it did for children of the past.2

1

I refer here to a talk Nazera Sadiq Wright presented at the CUNY Graduate Center in 2018, “Black Girls and their
Nineteenth Century Autograph Albums,” and to Gruber Garvey’s Writing with Scissors.
2
Hoiem argues for the inclusion of works such as Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, and the work of “Radical
writers that explicitly target a working youth audience” (2). She argues that “this oversight stems from a scholarly
consensus that pioneers of children’s literature publishing…served middle-class readers with books that reflect their
values” (2). As Hoiem points out, this is another principle that has controlled the questions we asked within
children’s literature. “It is difficult,” she writes, “for twenty-first century scholars to recognize as children’s
literature texts that do not conform to middle-class values, narrative forms, and reading practices.” (3) Mitzi Myers
argues for the reinterpretation of Maria Edgeworth’s fiction, which she contends has often been dismissed by
modern children’s literature scholars on the basis of an unhistoricized idea of didacticism (“The Erotics of
Pedagogy” 2). Myers argues that we should again historicize our very concept of what literature is, resisting the
impulse to over-aestheticize it as a category, and to instead recognize that one valid function of literature is its
“ability to do useful work in the everyday world” (“The Erotics of Pedagogy” 2).
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Again, as schools are a central part of the experience of childhood, and a prime arena for both the
inculcation of ideology and resistance to it, their work and methodologies are important areas for
inquiry if we wish to recover children’s agency.

Historicizing Literacy: The Mental-Physical Connection in Nineteenth Century Pedagogy
Informed by these historicizing gestures, my definition of children’s literature therefore
includes other objects and texts designed to develop literacy within an educational setting (such
as needlework samplers), and texts produced outside school that nevertheless contributed to the
socialization process—including homemade periodicals and amateur journalism printed on
novelty presses. While these “texts” were produced by everyday children and have no connection
to the institution of literature, they demonstrate children’s participation in the modes of literacy
they learned. Since the late eighteenth century, samplers had morphed from being tools for
keeping track of stitches and patterns for one’s own later use to tools through which to learn and
display one’s literacy (Flower 303). In the nineteenth century British and American charity
schools I will examine here, samplers functioned in this way—as tools of both learning and
display—and were the culminating exercise in learning plain sewing—a term referring to the
making or marking with initials of utilitarian items.
In addition to learning the alphabet and stitches, however, sewing education was also
meant to inculcate girls with deeper moral values. Due to a popular pedagogical
conceptualization of mental learning as a process controlled and attested by physical habits of
comportment, girls were believed to be shaping their characters as they shaped their stitches. In
fact, however, I argue that this pedagogy did not work and that through studying the physical
processes by which girls made samplers and other needlework, we can see that they could have
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had many thoughts, desires, and intentions that did not conform to what was expected of them,
and even could have resisted or neglected to perform the physical processes dictated by sewing
education. Chapter 2 and 3 examine case studies involving the Lancaster system of pedagogy,
which dictated students’ movements down to the tiniest gesture and believed that their
performance of these gestures ensured and attested to their compliance. In Jane Eyre’s Lowood
school (chapter 2) and the Mayhew and Brainerd mission schools for Choctaw and Cherokee
students, respectively (chapter 1), girls were taught to sew according to the Lancaster system,
which meant performing individual gestures and tasks perfectly before moving onto the next task
or to a more complex task. Moreover, they were taught to aspire to the ideal of emulation in their
sewing, which encouraged the individual student to “become oneself by becoming more like a
commonly held model” and to achieve “proper individuality in the evacuation of individual
differences” (Huntting Howell 119). In the realm of sewing, this meant the achievement of virtue
by mechanically reproducing a model, rather than exhibiting agency or individuality (Huntting
Howell 138). In this emphasis on individual steps in a process, the Lancasterian system crucially
imagined that to perform a physical process implied mental learning had occurred. The system
therefore conceived of learning as a physical process, and emptied students’ education of content
in favor of a focus on form.
Conceived as physical processes, both writing and sewing also taught girls values about
what constituted the proper physical comportment and conduct. This focus on form over content
meant that girls who learned to sew in the Lancaster system, learned to submit their bodies to the
processes they were engaged in and, ideally for teachers, to become submissive and docile. The
early nineteenth century mission schools for Native American students that I analyze in chapter 1
also employed the Lancaster system. In this context, sewing pedagogy was meant to inculcate
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white values of feminine domestic industry, making legible young indigenous women’s
embodiment of the values of true womanhood, and certifying their ability to compete on the
marriage market. Sewing pedagogy was also a tool of cultural erasure, as girls learned these
skills instead of the skills they would have learned in their own cultures. Crucially, however, the
very formulaic physical processes in which girls engaged during sewing education also allowed
them a degree of mental freedom. The sampler in its very formulaic nature was, by definition,
not interested in their thoughts, but their outward compliance (which was supposed to be a sign
of inner conformity).
This relative mental freedom allowed students to make sense of their education in their
own ways while outwardly seeming to comply—as in the examples of a young Choctaw girl,
Christeen Baker, who uses the sampler as a medium of collective rather than individual identity
(chapter 1). Sewing skills also allowed young women to use the skills they learned in covertly or
overtly resistant ways—as in the examples of Helen Burns’ resistant untidiness (chapter 2) and
Nancy Reece’s charitable sewing circle and letters to the Missionary Herald, which allowed her
to return the funds of which she was originally a recipient and present herself and her sewing
endeavor in a public forum (chapter 1). Studying sewing and writing pedagogies in tandem
allows us to historicize the definition of children’s literature as it applies to girls, whose literacy
was conceived of as primarily physical. In studying needlework as children’s literature then, we
place value on literacy as a more productive framework through which to analyze the creative
productions of girls in the nineteenth century.
In analyzing the physical processes by which girls learned to sew, I draw on Robin
Bernstein’s concept of scriptive things, objects that “broadly structure a [child’s] performance
while allowing for agency and unleashing original, live variations” (Racial Innocence 12). Just
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as objects script children’s play, making some actions possible some and prohibiting others, I
examine how children’s actions were partially controlled by educational scripts—the subjects
and learning processes they were taught, the pedagogical methods used to teach them—including
the methods of reward and punishment used—and the geographical and social contexts in which
they learned. However, I depart from Bernstein in showing how through their making of objects,
children themselves have a greater opportunity to script the conversation. Even in the most
formulaic of genres, young people could deviate from what was expected of them—consciously
or unconsciously, in ways known or unknown to their teachers. My argument is also similar to
that of Chloe Flower, who looks for “visible evidence of mending” or reworking as a key to
understanding not just the dictated process of sampler-making, but also clues as to how particular
young women performed this process, and consequently, how reworking was central to the act of
sampler-making (309). Like Flower, I analyze Christeen Baker’s sampler as a means of
accessing her individual performance of childhood, but focus more on deviations from this
process, rather than on how her reworking was typical of what was expected of her.

Complicating Approaches to Children’s Agency
As my approach focuses on children’s interactions with the educational system rather
than with the parents and other sympathetic adults who often shepherded the collaborative
literary work of more privileged children, it also complicates dominant paradigms of children’s
agency within children’s literature scholarship—in particular, Marah Gubar’s kinship theory.
Gubar’s formulation that “children, like adults, have agency, even if aspects of the aging process
are likely to limit the form or degree of agency they have,” overlooks the fact that children are
also subject to other historical conditions besides their age (including colonization, and
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marginalization through race and/or gender) that might limit their ability or agency
(“Hermeneutics of Recuperation” 300). While Gubar points out the ways in which adults
lawfully supervise and protect children, there are many other unlawful ways for adults to exert
their power over (while perhaps claiming to protect or educate) children. In charity institutions,
for instance, girls experienced a pedagogy that did not necessarily build on the formation of
personal connections between teacher and student, but rather, one that employed formulaic
instructions to reduce creativity and independent thought. Often, these relationships did not entail
a sharing of power between adults and children. While some teachers and students whom I will
discuss here did have close relationships—Nancy Reece and her teacher, Miss Ames, for
instance—my focus is not on how these relationships enabled creativity, but rather, on how girls
exercised creativity in relation to the forms they were being taught—whether they complied with
or resisted them. Through the specific examples of samplers made by Native American girls in
mission schools (chapter 1) and the struggle to keep one’s work tidy in Jane Eyre’s Lowood
charity school (chapter 2), I show how in charitable institutions, sewing pedagogy was a way of
inculcating bodily and mental discipline and racialized and gendered norms; it was not meant as
a creative exercise in which children could have some of the power. Paradoxically, however, it is
the very formulaic nature of crafting that allowed it to offer opportunities for creativity and
subtle resistance to these dictates and allows scholars a window onto young people’s resistance.
In studying the process by which each individual sewn object is produced and the pedagogical
conditions of that production, children’s literature scholars learn more about both the ways
children were taught to produce sewn items and the ways that their production deviated (either
consciously or unconsciously) from these dictates.
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Meanwhile, the amateur journals I examine in chapters 3 and 4 also complicate
approaches to children’s agency, due to the sharing of agency amongst young people without
regard to age within amateur communities. The amateur journals I will examine here were
produced in the 1870s through the early decades of the twentieth century. While the heyday of
amateur journalism was in the 1870s, coinciding with the invention of a cheap novelty printing
press and changes in postage that made it easy for amateur printers to exchange “bundles” of
papers more cheaply through the mail, the movement began in the 1850s and continues in the
form of the “Fossils” organization to this day. Within the movement, young people exchanged
amateur newspapers and built up a community around their publications (called Amateurdom, or
the ‘Dom, for short). This community was relational in a different sense from Gubar’s kinship
theory, however. Gubar’s kinship theory is helpful in that it charts the types of relationships
children and adults can engage in (often helpful and collaborative, rather than always
competitive or oppressive), and the type of agency children can have in relation to adults
(roughly the same in kind, though different in degree). However, Crafting Girlhoods complicates
these assumptions of kinship theory by showing how young people experienced
disempowerment at each other’s hands and strategized amongst each other based on perceived
common interests—in particular, those associated with being female and/or Black. Rather than
showing how power is shared between adults, adolescents, and children in the amateur
community (as Gubar does), I show how young people built alliances and shared agency
amongst themselves (and excluded others from it) based on factors other than age—in particular,
race and gender.
In chapters 3 and 4, I examine the mentoring and networking of young white women and
young Black people (both men and women), respectively. For both groups, success within and
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even access to amateur journalism depended not only upon individual effort, or the efforts of
those older than themselves, but upon the efforts of groups of other supportive young people who
shared an aspect of their identity. White female amateurs, for instance, relied on a community of
other white female amateurs whose ages varied widely, and who in many cases, may not have
even known each other’s ages. Similarly, for the young Black women amateur journalists whose
work I analyze, alliances with young Black men took on primary importance, as they did not
ever appear in public and were socially excluded within the larger networks of amateur
journalism—both from the male camaraderie in which young Black men were occasionally able
to take part, and from networks of white female amateur journalists. The existence of these
complex gender, race, and age dynamics makes any discussion of child and adult cooperation—
as though they were separate groups whose interactions could be clearly mapped— difficult.
To analyze these group dynamics, I employ the care theory of Eva Feder Kittay and
Jennifer Nash. In chapter 3, I employ Kittay’s concept of the doulia to show how young white
women conceived of care networks that aimed for an even distribution of effort that would
ensure the carer herself would always be cared for. Meanwhile, in chapter 4, Nash’s concept of
“love politics” illuminates the methods of advocacy used by Herbert Clark, an African American
amateur journalist, in advocating for the unknown work of his sisters, Ernestine and Consuelo
Clark. Regardless of their differences, Clark advocates for his sisters’ work with humor and a
speculative attitude that, while it does not allow him to posit a better amateur journalism, does
allow him to create a space for himself and his family within a movement that alternately
excluded and tokenized them. Crafting Girlhoods therefore argues that care can be another
important heuristic through which children’s literature scholars can analyze children’s
participation in literature and literacy practices. While the communities I analyze are short-lived,
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care also allows scholars a way of seeing the contributions of young people to amateur
journalism in the longer framework of the legacies they leave, and the future work that their
networking and mentoring helped make possible.

Challenging Definitions of the Literary: The Ubiquity of Children’s Archives as a Call for
Scholarly Care
I do not only use care as a heuristic to apply to children’s work, however, but also one
that applies to my own practice of writing about neglected archival documents. In many ways,
the amateur journals I analyze mirror the neglected noncanonical novels that Franco Moretti
argues constitute the “disappearance of literature” (208). Like these works, the work of amateur
writers such as those I analyze in chapters 3 and 4 are for the most part, not recognized as
literature—that is to say, studied in college classrooms, and/or incorporated into our cultural
ideas about what literature is. Additionally, while amateur journals were published, they never
had the mainstream audience of even noncanonical literature that Moretti discusses, but were
instead produced for a select, if large group of other young people3. Today, these journals are
much less widely known than in their own day. Though the American phenomenon of amateur
journalism has received the most scholarly attention (with a mere two academic articles and two
book chapters devoted to it)4, the phenomena of children’s and young adults’ school periodicals
and manuscript periodicals have been studied only as individual examples by scholars of

3

Jessica Isaac notes that avid amateur journalists who wrote around the time of amateur journalism’s greatest
popularity (the peak years of 1878 and 1884) often had exchange lists of around 110 to 150 papers, meaning that this
is probably around the number of readers a popular amateur could hope for (“Graphing” 331).
4
See Jessica Isaac’s articles, “Graphing the Archives,” and “Youthful Enterprises,” Paula Petrik’s book chapter,
“The Youngest Fourth Estate” in Small Worlds, and Victoria Ford Smith’s book chapter, “The Strange Case of
Robert Louis Stevenson and Lloyd Osbourne” in Between Generations.
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children’s literature or history (i.e. Rebecca Onion’s study of science periodicals made at the
Brooklyn Museum in the 1930s), but not as part of a larger genre or form5.
While such texts have been left out of our scholarly notice, the reasons for this are not the
ones one might expect, as amateur journalism does not fall prey to many of the usual pitfalls of
researching children’s literature. While Karen Sánchez-Eppler notes that a lack of respect for the
work of children in the past has caused less of their work to be preserved and usefully catalogued
than that of adults, amateur journals do not fit this description, these materials have not been
thrown out, but rather have been lovingly collected and catalogued by the amateur journalists
themselves—amassed in amateur journalism collections, rather than scattered throughout family
papers collections (“In the Archives” 220). Additionally, there are many collections of amateur
journals all over the world, making amateur journalism a subject that does not require (though it
of course benefits from) archival funding6. This applies even moreso to samplers, which are
located in arts and crafts museums all over the United States and many countries.
I argue that it is not because amateur journals or samplers are so difficult to find that we
do not study them; rather, such texts have faced neglect because we believe they do not exist or
are simply too difficult to find. Sara Schwebel’s claim that children’s literature scholarship’s
“issue of sources…is one of both quality and quantity” is just such a claim (279). While it is
certainly true that the work of ordinary children—especially marginalized children—is sparser

5

See Onion, “Writing a ‘Wonderland’ of Science.”
According to Jessica Isaac, the American Antiquarian Society, the largest holder of American amateur periodicals,
holds 50,000 issues of 5,500 distinct papers made by children and young people as part of the age-bound community
of Amateur Journalism (161). There are twelve other major libraries around the United States and New Zealand, and
eleven smaller collections, that also hold amateur newspapers (“Graphing” 2). While the number of British amateur
periodicals that are extant are few in comparison to American periodicals, the New York Public Library holds 67
titles produced in England or the British empire that were part of Amateur Journalism proper, the Wellington
Library of New Zealand holds a substantial collection as well, and a search of the British Library for amateur
journalism returned 16 family manuscript magazines and 52 school magazines. Additionally, the Museum of
Childhood in London holds several homemade manuscript titles, and longstanding schools such as Christ’s Hospital
hold decades and in some cases, centuries’ worth of their school’s periodicals.
6
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and more difficult to locate, in the face of thousands of amateur journals in multiple repositories
located all over the country, countless samplers in museums in every U.S. state and many other
countries, not to mention many digitized periodicals to which children wrote responses, this
seems an unconvincing claim.
Perhaps we have also avoided this work because we fear that it will never be good
enough. We think rightly, that children’s voices are not recoverable, and we fear our own hidden
motivations for trying to do so. In the words of Karen Sánchez-Eppler, we fear that we will fall
prey to archives’ “promise[s] to [recover] Rose’s lost, hollow, absent child” (“In the Archives”
215). To address this claim, I will borrow the words of Marah Gubar, who suggests that it is
precisely “when we insist that we can avoid all reference to young people…[that]…we drift back
to old, discredited ways of talking about young people” (“Risky Business” 450). In the same
way, I see the disproportionate focus of children’s literature scholarship—and scholarship on
agency in particular—on the bound book to be an attempt to avoid talking about ordinary
children and on the material and social conditions that have produced the concept “children’s
literature.” As Gubar’s argument demonstrates, when we believe we can avoid the risks of
projection by avoiding the work altogether, we are left with only the stories that have already
been deemed valuable—in this case, those of the bound book, and the privileged literary
personalities who created them.
I want to suggest then, that privileging neglected archival texts can be a practice of care
for these texts and the individuals who created and preserved them. I also believe that
transparency about the ways in which one locates one’s sources, and decides which sources to
focus on is an important part of this practice of care. Part of this is practical. Unlike work on
canonical texts, archival work does not start out with the given, about which stories have already
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been told. Rather, it identifies an absence, and attempts to find and piece together small,
sometimes apparently inconsequential bits of information that seem to relate to that absence.
Archival work does not start with a thing—a single text, but many texts that have to be
assembled into something compelling.
However, this telling of the story of one’s finds and the process by which one assembled
them is also for me, a crucial aspect of what makes archival work a process of care. While the
category of literature exists as an abstraction, hiding the mechanisms that make canonization
happen over time, Crafting Girlhoods aims for a careful attitude—one that exposes its own
workings, as well as the workings of the institutions that hold archival texts. In this methodology,
I follow Bethany Nowviskie, who argues that humanities work inherently involves care due to
the “careful” mode by which the humanities “examine[s] small examples that challenge larger
narratives” (“On Capacity and Care”). Nowviskie explores what an even more specifically careinformed humanities might look like, however, positing that such an ethic would attend to
“context, interdependence, and vulnerability—[to] fragile little things and their interrelation (“On
Capacity and Care”). Work with children’s archives, including my own work, frequently must
rely on context in order to create stories, and indeed, must understand both the context of
scholarly fields and the objects themselves in order to make meaning out of them for a particular
group. At a deeper level, however, context is one important factor that determines what we focus
on—that is our own framing and positionality as scholars combined with what we know or
believe about our archive controls the direction of the scholarly stories we tell about archives.
I also envision archival work as caring when scholars consider carefully and expose the
direction of the stories they tell—their political orientations—and when the value judgments they
make are informed by not just what but who is absent from the category of literature. How do
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archives perpetuate and refract the marginalization of authors and children of color, for
instance—a dynamic that already characterizes so much of children’s literature’s history as a
discipline and a market? We must make what we deem to be ethical choices in what we study
based on what we deem to be most in need of study and attention, or in the most danger of
deterioration, disappearance, or neglect. Nowviskie and other scholars such as object-oriented
feminist scholar, Elizabeth Povinelli specifically position this danger within the frame of a
rapidly changing world. It is not merely that all archival objects are important in some universal
sense; rather, we should study and choose the objects we believe to be important for our world
now—in particular, because we are facing conditions that challenge our ability to continue our
work—austerity in the academy and in the libraries and cultural institutions that preserve
archival materials, and escalating issues such as violence toward people of color and climate
change in the larger world, which have the potential to (and almost certainly should)
dramatically shift what we value.
Researching marginalized children of the past often requires doggedness and unorthodox
methods, as the belief that such children were not present in a space or cannot be found is often
persistent and can even make one’s search seem to be pointless. Additionally, the stories that
have been carefully told and retold about the presumed absence of marginalized children from
spaces of writing or making present a wall of seeming “facts” that are often completely false, and
must be deconstructed and reconstructed. For instance, in chapter 4, I examine the work of two
young Black women in amateur journalism who up till this point, no one knew had written
amateur work. The belief in their nonexistence had been reinforced by the amateur journalists
who originally collected and catalogued archives of amateur journalism which they often
portrayed as complete or at least broad-ranging in their scope. Black women were then left out of
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official histories of the amateur journalism movement and are generally accepted as absent by
the curators of amateur journalism collections today. While the whiteness of amateur journalism
should not be denied, neither should we accept the complete dominance of white supremacy
within the amateur journalism movement. The stories that white amateur journalists told about
their movement deliberately left out young Black women. When we neglect doing archival work
that allows us to analyze such stories, we miss the chance to correct those stories and to create
stories that better reflect the presence of marginalized children in the past. Luckily for us as
scholars, absence can be its own starting point. In my case, it was the apparent seamlessness of
official histories of amateur journalism—in the words of Toni Morrison, the “absences…so
stressed, so ornate, so planned they call attention to themselves” (Morrison 136)— that pointed
me to their obvious incorrectness and incompleteness.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter 1, “Economic and Temporal Intimacies of Needlework in Nancy Reece’s Sewing
Society and Christeen Baker’s Sampler” analyzes the needlework sampler of a Choctaw girl,
Christeen Baker, who attended the Mayhew mission school from 1829-1830. Though it is
impossible to know which aspects of her sampler Christeen consciously chose and which were
dictated to her, by recovering the process of her creation and its didactic aim, it is possible to
make informed speculations about the possibilities of resistance she had—design choices such as
the choices of verse, thread color, and spelling, but also choices about how well she would
perform the task at hand, and how to make sense of the task within her own mind. I argue that, in
contrast to the aim of the sampler of certifying girls’ ability to sew and their marriageability,
Christeen might have made this process meaningful for herself by using the sampler subversively
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to identify with the Choctaw people. I also discuss the uses of the form of the sewing circle for a
young Cherokee girl, Nancy Reece, who attended another mission school in Tennessee. Nancy
uses her needlework to raise money and thereby “earn her keep,” and pay back the charity she
receives. Her documentation of her plan in a letter to a missionary periodical also shows an
attempt to control how she is viewed, and to respond in complex ways to the expectation that she
would convert to Christianity.
In chapter 2, “Too Untidy to Live?: Helen Burns’ Queer, Disorderly Needlework” I
perform a queer reading of Helen Burns’s untidiness in Jane Eyre. While Helen’s untidiness is a
facet of her character that has been ignored in recent critical reception, attending to this aspect of
her character is important because it enables a theorization of the possible forms of child
resistance within nineteenth-century educational settings. In addition to the Foucauldian selfsurveillance encouraged at all Lancasterian schools in the early nineteenth century, Lowood, as a
school for girls, aims to control girls’ outer and inner lives by forcing them to attend to their
bodies at the expense of their minds—attempting to inculcate what I call “the time of the body.”
In this chapter, I draw on Kathryn Bond Stockton’s idea that temporality involves “growing
sideways” rather than “up,” for children, finding generative pockets of time that do not lead to a
linear or reproductive (adult) narrative. I argue that Helen’s embodiment is queer because it
defies the insistence of Lowood’s gendered temporalities on self-sacrifice and attention to one’s
body in favor of an embrace of unruly materiality and contemplation in atemporal and nonphysical spaces.
In my third chapter, “Something More than Invisible”: Care as Agency in Girls’
Periodicals,” I analyze an amateur newspaper, The Violet (1882-1887), which provided a
supportive mentoring and networking community for girls and young women in nineteenth
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century amateur journalism. I argue that this paper embodies Eva Feder Kittay’s concept of the
doulia, which in contrast to the work of more popular care theorist Nel Noddings, conceives of
care relationships not as dyadic, but as circular and reciprocal. Because gender rather than age
was the most important vector of difference for girls in amateur journalism, analyzing girls’
amateur journalism shows how care can provide another heuristic for understanding children’s
agency. Finally, in my fourth chapter, :“‘Sisters and Sisters’: Mitigating Racial Innocence and
Archival Absence through Care,” I analyze the efforts of well-known African American amateur
journalist, Herbert Clark, to attend to the unknown amateur journalism of his sisters, Consuelo
and Ernestine Clark. Employing Jennifer Nash’s concept of love politics, I posit that Clark’s
efforts constitute a powerful kind of care that focuses on his sisters’ experiences even when they
are different from his own, and seeks to make a space for them within the history of amateur
journalism, rather than to reform amateur journalism itself. I also consider the way in which
Herbert Clark takes part in alternative ways of historicizing and archiving amateur journalism.
While the predominantly white amateur journalists of the N.A.P.A. created visions of amateur
journalism’s past both through their narratives about amateur history and their frequent attempts
to create amateur archives, these efforts were often either explicitly racist, or claimed to
represent a complete, totalizing view of amateur journalism that resulted in either a tokenization
or forgetting of African American amateur journalists. In contrast, Herbert Clark illuminated
histories that were not known, while leaving space for speculation about what did actually
happen through humor. Meanwhile, Consuelo’s own previously unknown work, her fictional
story, “No Man is a Hero to His Valet,” and the literary critical columns, “Consuelo’s Corner,”
and “Our Views,” which she conducted in her brother’s magazine, Le Bijou (1878-1880),
demonstrate African American book historian Eric Gardner’s concept of looking in “unexpected
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places” (besides the bound book) to define African American literary history (21). My ultimate
aim for the impact of my work on children’s literature scholarship parallels Gardner’s goal not
just to recover individual texts, but to “mak[e] the places of that history more and more
expected—and then, perhaps, more and more understood” (21). Crafting Girlhoods employs case
studies that are historically and geographically specific and that draw on specific archival
documents as a means not just of recovering these texts, but of showing how our perceptions of
children’s literature might change if we use such orientations.
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Chapter 1: Economic and Temporal Intimacies of Needlework in Nancy Reece’s Sewing Society
and Christeen Baker’s Sampler
In this chapter, I will analyze how plain sewing and samplers were instruments of
teaching white feminine bodily comportment and affect in Native American mission schools in
Mississippi and Tennessee in the 1820s and 30s. Moreover, I will show how religious education
conflated civilization, Christianization, and whiteness, and construed them as “free gifts” that,
when conferred on Native Americans, had the power to save them. In this educational regime,
sewing education and Anglo norms of dress were not only means of taking economic and
ideological value from Native American girls, but also of giving it to the white girls whose
contributions helped to fund mission schools. Regardless of the fact that Native American girls
themselves produced value for the mission schools, these schools were commonly understood as
charities that gave something—an education—to the ostensibly “destitute” girls who resided
there. Despite the ways in which Native American girls were construed as powerless in the
mission school system, they exercised resistance to such characterizations through the very
sewing technologies they were taught there. Both the sampler created by Christeen Baker
(Choctaw), and the sewing society created by Nancy Reece (Cherokee), provide examples of
how Native American girls employed sewing skills to create possibilities for economic and
creative resistance, and used their education for purposes not anticipated by those who designed
and administered it. Both examples take place in the 1820s in the territory east of the Mississippi
River, in the homelands of the Cherokee and Choctaw (areas known by settlers as Mississippi
and Tennessee) during a time of great anxiety about removal. In this chapter, I will analyze the
experience of Nancy Reece, a Cherokee girl at the Brainerd mission school, established at
Chickamauga Creek in the area settlers know as Chattanooga, Tennessee, and that of Christeen
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Baker, a Choctaw girl who attended the mission school named Mayhew, along the Tombigbee
River in the U.S. state of Mississippi. While Nancy attributes economic and ideological value to
herself by creating a sewing circle whose proceeds she donates to the very charity that funds the
school she attends, Christeen creates a sampler that can be read not only as certifying her
competence in plain sewing, but also as an act of collective identity and witness to the possibility
of removal from her home. In addition, I argue that the temporal affordances of the sampler,
which allow in the words of Chloe Flower, “a thwarting of time,” afford in this case, a lingering
in this liminal time before removal and an engagement with the kind of cognitive dissonance that
might attend an uncertain future (304).

Labor, Assimilation, and the Lancaster System in Early Mission Schools
The early nineteenth century Methodist mission schools I will discuss here, Brainerd and
Mayhew, were instituted in 1817 and 1820 respectively by missionaries from the American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. Since the United States’ increased claim for
sovereignty following the war of 1812, U.S. policymakers had vacillated between the impulse to
promote Native American assimilation and to force Native Americans east of the Mississippi to
remove west beyond the river (Bowden 165). Missionaries’ interest in saving souls, and their
assumption that saving souls also implied Native Americans’ assimilation to white culture and
the erasure of Native American cultures caused missionaries to largely support assimilation
rather than forced removal. This is not to say that their motives were separate from those of the
government or more enlightened. Indeed, missionary work and government policy were
significantly entangled in the early nineteenth century. One main way in which this intersection
between missionary and government activity can be seen is in the funding of missions, which
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largely came from the government. An act passed by Congress in 1819 and commonly known as
the “Civilization Fund” appropriated $10,000 annually for Native American education
(Lomawaima 2). The language of this act emphasizes the rhetoric of assimilation, promising to
“put in their [Native Americans’] hands the primer and the hoe” (Bowden 167). In juxtaposing
the primer and the hoe, the language of this act collapses education and labor suggesting not only
that both instruments are necessary to assimilation (and implicitly, for missionaries, salvation),
but also that both instruments will be part of a mission in which education and assimilation are
indistinguishable.
While mission schools are distinct institutions from later residential school, they, like
later schools, still attempted to inculcate Native American students into a system of racialized
and gendered values via labor7. The use of labor as part of the educational curriculum at early
mission schools has been established by scholars such as Coleman and Berkhofer. Coleman, for
instance, establishes that like later residential schools, many early mission schools employed the
same “half and half” system of education, in which students performed academic work only half
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Because there is more general knowledge about later Native American residential boarding schools, it is important
to distinguish between the types of schools and their respective curriculum and labor programs. Lomawaima
establishes that funding for mission schools disappeared by the 1860s, following the implementation of Richard
Henry Pratt’s model of residential school in the late nineteenth century (2). The general contours of late nineteenth
century residential schools—their damaging insistence on all-English education at the expense of children’s native
languages, their emphasis on labor at the expense of education, the insidious and constant surveillance they
employed–-and the overall aim of these strategies at cultural erasure have been extensively documented, and are
now widely acknowledged. Also well-established is the widespread and varied resistance that students engaged in at
these schools. Mission schools share later residential schools’ emphasis on cultural erasure and indoctrination into
white American habits and Christianity—what Lomawaima calls evocatively “the cleansing bath of Christian labor”
(xii). However, one key difference is that early nineteenth century mission schools were created before some of the
oppressive facets that characterized the model of residential school instituted by Pratt, which would later become the
norm in Native American education. In particular, early mission schools sometimes operated as day schools rather
than boarding schools or had a mix of residential students and day boarders. Additionally, they tended to be located
closer to students’ families and communities, thereby allowing more opportunities for Native American parental and
child resistance (Anderson 2). Berkhofer establishes that the “essential difference” between boarding and day
schools was “in the control the teachers possessed over their charges…In the boarding school, character training
reached its highest result, as only in these institutions could the whole environment be controlled” (35). While
Brainerd and Mayhew, the schools I will discuss here, were boarding schools, their proximity did allow for greater
parental input and resistance to manual labor.
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the day, while the rest of their time was given to manual labor, and that they taught academic
subjects in such a way as to exclude Native American cultural knowledge (40). Even more
damningly, Ronald Rayman describes the mission schools as almost completely neglecting
education, “act[ing] quickly to implement the Lancasterian system not only to commence the
children’s education, but primarily to comply with federal requirements for an annual report
which would ‘present the mode of teaching’” (398-399), and in actuality, “stress[ing] manual
labor and physical work almost to the exclusion of basic education,” (399). This leads Rayman to
the conclusion that missionaries adopted the Lancaster plan mainly “for public and governmental
consumption, rather than for the best interests of Indian students” (399).
Scholars writing more specifically about the gendered curriculum at later residential
schools have documented the ways in which the curriculum in “vocational arts” —which
included sewing—was abusive and motivated by economics rather than pedagogy. 8 There is also
widespread agreement amongst scholars of residential schools that the curriculum at these
institutions was not just based on economic necessity, but on the enforcement of a racialized
hierarchy. Lomawaima argues that residential schools “enshrined white women’s fragility and
invalidism and required that someone be strong enough to work” and that girls were effectively
being educated for subservience and domestic labor in white women’s houses (Prairie Light 83).
While all girls were taught to sew in the nineteenth century then, Native American girls were
taught to aspire not to mastery as a means of aesthetic pleasure or competence in sewing for their
families, but the drudgery of being domestic workers. In addition, scholars have documented
8

It was a general characteristic of late nineteenth century residential schools, for instance, that girls were responsible
for producing all the clothes worn by themselves and their fellow male students. K. Tsianina Lomawaima
documents, for instance, how at the Chilocco Indian School, the female pupils were responsible for “solely feed[ing]
and cloth[ing] 800 students” (83). Scott Riney similarly documents how the Rapid City Indian School prioritized the
school’s economic survival over the students’ learning, citing a course catalog that contains courses that were never
actually taught, and completion reports that show students completing only a few of the tasks in their sewing
curriculum—those that were most useful to the school’s economic survival (90).
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how this allegedly educational forced labor at residential schools was also aiming at even more
insidious racializing goals—the transformation of girls’ everyday embodied and mental
processes. While boys also wore uniforms at residential schools, girls’ bodily deportment and
clothing were, according to Lomawaima, subject to stricter surveillance9. Riney similarly notes
the importance of elusive, difficult to define skills—“a vast array of practices not taught on any
syllabus”— that were nonetheless thought to be important skills for Native American students in
residential school education to learn. Such skills, including “training the senses and exercising
judgment” (82), can be seen as forming a sort of “shadow curriculum” that shows the ideology
behind what is being more explicitly taught. In addition to the well-acknowledged economic and
labor market motives driving manual education, then, there were other motives driving Native
American education—namely, homogenizing the students’ behaviors and making them more
closely resemble those of white people and fitting them into a racialized hierarchy of labor.
The Lancaster educational system, or monitorial system (the system used at both
Brainerd and Mayhew), was widely used in America a decade after Lancaster’s invention of it in
1795, and according to Rayman, the “was seized upon as the most promising vehicle to achieve
the goals of Indian education, eventual assimilation, and by…tenuous extrapolation, the ultimate
panacea to the entire Indian question” (397). While Rayman does not make an explicit argument
about the reasons the Lancaster system seemed so apt for Native American education, the
reasons he notes for its general adoption seem to apply even more to Native American
education—namely, that it “dovetailed neatly with the common man ideal on the rise in
America,” and it eased the anxiety of wealthy landowners who worried “that rebellion…was
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Lomawaima argues that such practices were meant to “construct the ideal Indian woman” by “teach[ing] Indian
girls new identities, new skills and new practices, new norms of appearance, and new physical mannerisms” (Prairie
Light 90).
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imminent from landless wage earners unless they were educated” (397). With its use of student
monitors as a supplement to adult teachers, it also was an extremely practical plan that enshrined
“efficiency, discipline, and above all else, economy”—another reason that it likely appealed as a
plan for educating Native Americans (397). The Lancaster system emphasized manual gestures
both in its emphasis on general deportment (i.e. putting one’s hat on one’s desk in the correct
way), and in terms of fragmenting academic subjects into their component physical tasks until
their mental aspects seemed erased. According to A Manual of the System of Teaching
Needlework in the Elementary Schools of the British and Foreign School Society, for instance,
girls were directed to perform each physical action, rather than each task (holding their work up
so that monitors could ensure that each girl had work, walking to the desk that was assigned
them) rather than each task, at the signal of a whistle. This emphasis on physical gestures did not
only apply to physical subjects, however, but also to academic ones. In academic subjects,
Lancaster schools taught lessons via rote memorization, which Rayman argues, “collapsed when
the smallest degree of thought was required of the student” (397).
To some degree, the lack of thought often required in the Lancaster system was part of
Lancaster’s ideas about a value he called “emulation,” a word which he used to mean both “the
practice of copying” (as in the formation of letters and/or stitches) and a “disciplinary ‘grammar
of motive’—…a means for representing and shaping subjectivity in a particular way” (Hogan
400). The Lancaster method encouraged students to emulate not only models of letters and
stitches, but one another as well. The ideal of emulation was therefore a way of shaping students’
minds and desires by encouraging them to compare themselves to one another. To encourage
emulation, the Lancaster system carefully delineated spatial arrangements of both students and
objects—organizing students into competitive forms and classes so that one always knew what it
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would look like to be just a little bit better (Upton 238). This system imagined that it was
possible to “influence human values somatically, mediating the moral and the physical, the
visible and the invisible, republican citizenship and republican space” (239). In a sense then,
arranging students spatially might not have ensured that they were all equally intelligent or
competent at school, but imagined them as possessing similar physical qualities that made them
interchangeable and “characterized by flexible and individually manipulable relationships”
(246). Lancasterian education imagined learning as a physical process, and thereby, attempted to
reduce students to their bodies.
The interchangeability of students within Lancaster’s system and the location of learning
in the body was only possible because Lancaster believed that knowledge itself was physical,
articulable, and could be grasped through knowledge of its parts—“a simple, layered system that
reduced knowledge to its constituent parts for student consumption” (Upton 247). This
nineteenth century predecessor to the “banking model” of education neatly paralleled
Americans’ tendency to imagine relationships and subjectivity as capable of being shaped by
spatial arrangements. Moreover, Lancaster’s interest in disarticulating and arranging both people
and knowledge shows that he sees both as objects capable of being manipulated. It is not hard to
understand why such a system might have been desirable in a Native American context, when
one considers Upton’s argument that “a sense of context, a view of the whole within which the
self was located, maintained individual perspective and maximized social effectiveness in a
republic” (246). In the context of the increasing education of the working class in America and
Native American students (whom missionaries slated to become part of that working class), the
idea of “social effectiveness” can be seen as a euphemism for knowing one’s place. And when
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educators deal with human students as with objects, moving them around and positioning their
limbs as though they were dolls, one’s place becomes ever more carefully circumscribed.

Native American Girls and the Value of Emulation
For girls in particular, this emphasis on emulation was tied to sewing education and to
fitting themselves within the feminized, formulaic genres of letters. William Huntting Howell
discusses, for instance, how pedagogy in late eighteenth and early nineteenth century academies
for wealthy girls, like Lancaster schools, promoted the value of “emulation”—to “become
oneself by becoming more like a commonly held model” and to achieve “proper individuality in
the evacuation of individual differences” (119). Even in education for wealthy girls then, there
was a counter-Romantic emphasis on a hollowing out of subjectivity. In the realm of sewing, this
meant that one achieved virtue by mechanically reproducing a model, rather than exhibiting
agency or individuality (138). The goal of this hollowing out was to construct a nation of
ostensibly equal model girls—“to mold the private in the image of the public—to construct a
psychological interior by…identification with exterior examples” (128) and while instilling the
desire to excel, neutralize competition. For Native American girls in mission schools run via the
Lancaster system, however, this integration of self and society put them in competition with and
encouraged them to emulate a model that was culturally different from themselves, encouraging
a negative view of their own cultures. However, it also turned aimed to turn them into models
through the production of needlework pieces which served to certify their industry and
“civilization” into white values. And while this education purported to make Native American
students equal, it actually aimed to fit them into a racialized hierarchy by evacuating their
education of nearly all academic content and even emphasizing only the most basic of
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accomplishments in the realm of sewing. While for white girls, a sewing education was only part
of a larger curriculum, and its emphasis on manipulability and learning physical skills was
mitigated by academic content, Native American girls ended up with an education that focused
primarily on “perfecting” the material so that it could serve as a model—both in the sense of the
form of stitches and the physical form of the body.
Lancaster’s emphasis on manual education, and the ways in which this shaped Native
American education in particular, has been explored by other scholars. Patricia Crain discusses
the way in which the Lancaster system’s figuring of its students as “all exterior” (69). In this
system, Crain argues “children were not the Lockean subjects on which stuff can be written, but
rather, the boards on which messages can be posted; Crain sees these boards as crucial element
of Lancaster’s education—the reverse of Lancaster’s disarticulated books (69). She also argues
for the Lancaster system’s attempt to “place” Cherokee children at the Brainerd school in
particular. Hilary Wyss similarly discusses the Lancaster system’s emphasis on the “replaceable
bodies” of Cherokee children and the way it reduces those bodies to places in a line or the
numbers on their placards (131). She also discusses the way in which Lancaster’s system
combined writing and reading, effectively reducing early literacy education to the formation of
(rather than the crucial ability to recognize) letters. My analysis extends Wyss’s argument by
bringing together forms of writing—including conversion narratives and letters—and sewing—
including charity sewing circles and samplers—and arguing that they all served as forms of
emulation for the missionaries who assigned them.
I will also attempt to find the schoolgirls’ agency within this system. Scholars have
documented the fact that far from being victims of this policy, many Native American tribes—
including the Cherokee and Choctaw whom I will discuss—responded to white encroachment on
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their lands and threats to their ability to remain on them by selectively adopting white customs in
a “deliberate attempt to forestall removal” (Bowden 174). Bowden notes, for instance, that by
1817, the Cherokee had organized their government into a republic patterned off the United
States and developed an agricultural economy (Bowden 174). Moreover, Bowden notes that
“education played an important part in Cherokees’ plan to appropriate American culture, and
missionaries were instrumental here” (174). The Cherokee were also at this time making
innovations in the written word—the development of the Cherokee syllabary by Sequoya in 1819
and the development of a printing press and establishment of the paper, the Cherokee Phoenix in
1828 (174). The fact that these particular facets of white culture were the ones pursued by the
Cherokee suggests the extent to which they also perceived the ideal of acculturation to white
American culture to entail an intertwining of the written word and labor.
Scholars have also discussed the specific ways in which both Cherokee students and
parents used literacy training for their own ends at the Brainerd school. Amanda Moulder
contextualizes the Brainerd schoolgirls’ writing within the impending threat of Cherokee
removal, arguing that “Indian removal suggests a context for the acceptance of English literacy,”
and allows her to show how “Cherokees sought and used literacy for self-determination” (80,
78)10. Moulder applies the idea of the literacy sponsor, who helps a student acquire literacy for
their own ends, to the young children at the Brainerd school, allowing her to conceptualize of
how both missionaries and parents were sponsors of these children’s literacy (78). Hilary Wyss,
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Though my focus is on children and young people here, the adult Cherokee also exercised agency in their dealings
with missionaries. For instance, Hilary Wyss illuminates the ambiguous political relationships between missionaries
and members of the Chickamauga, a militant faction. Wyss argues that the Chickamauga’s support of the
missionaries demonstrates that “clearly, the mission was associated, at least for some, with Cherokee sovereignty”
(Wyss 113). According to Wyss, this alliance allowed the mission’s goal of Christianization and the Cherokee goal
of education to remain in tension at least for a time, and for the Cherokee to benefit from the education they wanted,
albeit in a Christian framework.
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Virginia Moore Carney, and Michael Coleman have also written about the ways the girls
themselves used their education, and in particular, letter writing to missionaries and for
publication, as a platform. Michael Coleman has argued for their role as “mediators” and
“cultural brokers” who successfully negotiated between their parents and the mission “family”
(122). Virginia Moore Carney illuminates the girls’ effective navigation of the very different
models of womanhood afforded them within Cherokee and within white culture, and shows
persuasively that in their letters, they leveraged the power of the cult of “true womanhood” to
ameliorate some of the lack of control they experienced in the face of removal and the Cherokee
women’s loss of political power. She also importantly positions them within a much longer
context of Cherokee women’s writing. Sewing and writing were both technologies women could
and did draw on for power. However, I hope to show that while writing could make girls both
more psychologically vulnerable and give them a larger platform, sewing could allow them to
protect themselves psychologically, but was ultimately not the political tool that writing was.
While both were technologies of emulation, their different formal qualities meant that they
allowed girls different kinds of agency.

Intimacy and Economic Resistance in Nancy Reece’s Sewing Circle and Letters
In twelve-year old Cherokee girl Nancy Reece’s 1829 account of her education at the
Brainerd mission—and in particular, of the charity sewing circle she spearheaded there, we come
to understand one way in which Native American girls at mission schools might have used their
very education in plain sewing to resist their socialization into Anglo dress and sewing. To
understand the methods girls used to do this, however, we have to take a look at the small
exchanges between young Native American women and girls and white women that constituted
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the female education at the mission school. While considering the intentions of the curriculum to
reduce students to manipulable units and reduce their education to a physical one is useful, it is
important to remember that these curricular goals were accomplished and resisted within
intimate interpersonal contexts. Lisa Weems’s theory of intimacy is helpful here. In order to
“disrupt boundaries between oppression and resistance,” Weems argues that we should
“incorporate the spatial and embodied points of contact, connection, and collision among bodies,
and avoid using “the individual as a site of analysis” (141). Weems’s theory shows that
individual girls’ choices in sewing (i.e. the choice of a color of thread or a verse to embroider)
cannot solely determine whether we see the individuals in question as resistant or compliant.
Moreover, the focus on girl as individual reifies the individualist logic inherent in the question of
whether or not a child is resisting, continuing to value movement against something in the
abstract. A move against something is also a move toward something else, however. This is why
Weems’s theory of intimacies is a valuable one for children’s literature criticism—because it
allows us to examine the consequences of children’s resistance in context-specific situations,
rather than merely valuing resistance as a good in and of itself. If a child is resisting, whom and
whose ideologies and values is she resisting, and with whom is she allying herself? From these
questions, it should also be clear that in taking the onus off of intention and individual agency as
proof of resistance, we are able to more highly value collective agency—a kind of agency a child
is more likely to have. I will therefore look at the points of economic and personal connection
amongst girls, and their teachers, parents, siblings, and peers, to assess how these relations help
to constitute the specific educational contexts in which girls learn, changing the impact of
curriculum and the meaning of resistance within it. This method also works because, rather than
looking at children as already fully formed or as a tabula rasa, it seeks to explain interactions
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between children and those who help form their identities, while importantly recognizing that
both child and adult bring something to the table already—aspects such as personality, past
experiences, and other relationships.
One way of examining the intimacies involved in Native American girls’ sewing and
writing is by considering not just the individual acts of production, but the economic and
rhetorical intimacies that make those acts possible. In what patterns does money change hands in
order for the school to exist? What interactions constitute scenes of literacy, and how does power
flow between the learner and teacher in these scenes? Who holds the power to define value, and
how can this power be reappropriated by those under its sway? In the mission school’s genderseparated and feminized world, white women and white girls interacted with Native American
girls as religious and academic teachers. In addition, a network of white women and girls both at
the mission and all over the country gave to charity as prompted by narratives of conversion and
needlework they received and saw in the pages of periodicals like the Missionary Herald.
Through their giving, they constituted both the recipients of their gifts (as charity cases) and
themselves (as charitable givers). Like the intimacies described by Weems, the intimacies of
literacy and charity are transactional. When benefactors received samplers from the girls they
supported or read the girls’ written work in the Missionary Herald, they really received far more
than that; they gained the power to define the girls who made them. These gifts allowed them to
frame themselves as giver, and in return for this charity, they expected Native American girls to
value themselves in the terms the mission schools set up11. Importantly, giving constitutes both
givers and receivers in the economy of charity; through their affluence, well-off white girls and
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Discussing similar charitable relationships in England, Lynne Vallone argues that "the paradigmatic white middleclass lad[ies]-in-training" are constituted by the economic transactions they engage in to benefit other girls who are
constituted as the objects of charity, thereby "receiv[ing] reciprocal personal value" (10).
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women gain the power to define other girls. While these actions make their own value appear to
be inherent, however, it actually comes from these actions; thus, any attempt at subverting such a
system needs to take power over the means of self- and other-definition—the needle, which can
produce extra money that one can give to others or the pen, through which one can represent
oneself and others.
In 1829, Cherokee girl Nancy Reece wrote a letter that was published in the Missionary
Herald under the title “Letter to Mr. Green, Assistant Secretary,” as part of a larger article,
“Cherokees:—Letters from the Children.” This column is in turn, part of a regular column in the
paper entitled “Cherokees” that focuses on the Cherokee mission at Brainerd.12 Nancy was the
daughter of Charles Reece, a “former warrior and Cherokee leader” who came to the mission at
the age of nine years in 1823 (Carney 58). She was described by the mission educators as being
“a half-breed…apt to learn and apt to work” (Phillips 423). The Herald itself is aimed at
garnering more donations for missions by showing the progress achieved since the last
installment, and the “Cherokees” segment can be seen as an extension of that goal, aiming to
gain funds for the Brainerd mission in particular. By focusing on the mission school,
missionaries were able to draw attention to children’s relatively rapid conversion rate and
adopting white habits and language—essentially, their progress in becoming “civilized”—
compared to adults. Such attention to schools also allowed missionaries to address the stereotype
that Native American children could not learn, in response to racist ideas that they were too lazy
to apply themselves and therefore not worthy of economic investment. Such stereotypes were
bad for mission investment, and while, missionaries may have been actively working to eradicate
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The article is cited in my works cited as “Cherokees:—Brainerd.”
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Native American culture, they also desperately wanted Native Americans to acquire salvation
and “civilization.”
The Herald article begins by explaining the instructions of Miss Ames, “the teacher of
the school for girls at Brainerd,” who “suggested to such of her pupils, as were willing, that they
should write each of them a letter to the Missionary Rooms” (284). The article details the plan as
follows: ”The plan was, that each should compose her letter on a slate, and then that all should be
copied in succession, (each by the writer,) upon a larger sheet of paper (284). The care that the
article’s writer takes to note that the copying is done by the writer emphasizes that the children
are practicing emulation here ; it is not only their skill in composing being tested, but also their
skill in copying the letters accurately from one medium to the other. The Herald then describes
Miss Ames’s commentary on the children’s performance in an accompanying letter. She
anticipates the missionaries’ curiosity as to the children’s writing ability, noting that “How
much...these letters [have] been corrected would be the natural inquiry?” (284). In response to
her own rhetorical question, she states her aim—“to give you a just idea of the ability of these
children for letter writing, and to “state the manner, in which they have been composed” (284).
Elaborating further on the plan that the Herald’s persona gives, Miss Ames tells the Herald that
In the first place, (as in all their compositions,) they wrote upon slates. I should think
about two thirds of the sentences, as they were first formed, were put upon this paper. In
other parts, errors have been pointed out, for them to make their own corrections. In some
instances, they have been obliged to make several trials upon the same sentence. They are
now far from correctness; but I think some allowance can be made for the inaccuracies.
(284)
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Miss Ames clearly takes pride in the fact that two thirds of the students’ compositions were
written correctly in the first place. She also seems to take pride in the fact that the children
corrected the letters themselves, and also in the fact that they persevered despite the fact that this
took them “several trials” (284). Here, the fact that some children have copied these letters over
and over again seems to be taken as evidence that they have built character. This is because
while the logic of emulation overtly desires the near exact reproduction of the ideal, emulation
also values iteration as necessary for character building. While the end product in sewing
samplers or copybooks may be near perfection, for instance, the progress is also visible, and
reveals the process by which both letters and character have been formed.
However, it is also a problem for Miss Ames to show the children’s emulation and hard
work in the Missionary Herald. This is because the logic of emulation assumes that both iteration
and character building are visible on the product itself. Unlike in sewing, the children’s errors
are not visible due to the lack of referentiality the letters have—their triple mediation—first, by
the children (from slate to page), then, by Miss Ames herself in her correspondence with the
mission board, and finally, by the mission board’s editorial staff (from handwritten page to
printed page). Such mediation does not allow much room for showing the children’s progress
over time. Both the letters’ composition from scratch and their remediation, then, risks masking
too well all the hard work the children have done by making their compositions seem selfevidently perfect and by not showing any physical evidence of earlier less-perfect versions. To
avoid this, Miss Ames highlights the students’ errors, their several trials, and each level of
mediation. In assuring readers that these letters have not been changed by the editors and
illuminating the children’s mistakes, Miss Ames shows not only that the students’ compositions
were not perfect to begin with (emphasizing their progress and her role in it), but also, reassures
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readers that hard work, progress and character are correlated in the children’s writing, even if the
format of their letters in the periodical makes this fact more difficult to see. In addition to
reminding readers of their errors, Miss Ames also includes two letters—one more effective and
one less effective example—the first, by Nancy Reece, who is denoted as being “11 or 12 years
of age” and having “enjoyed more advantages than any other of the girls” (284) and the other,
“the shortest,” written by “the child, who had learned less than any of the other writers” (284).
While the inclusion of this letter with all its errors uncorrected might for white children,
demonstrate adults’ enshrinement of children’s naïveté and precocity, it here demonstrates
children’s racialized identities. These identities apparently cannot be overcome through
education, but must be reprinted (even in a professional publication where errors would not be
otherwise permitted) and thereby reinforced. The reference the author makes to “more
advantages” likely refers to Nancy’s identity as of mixed white and Cherokee ancestry—an
identity which was racialized by missionaries and assumed to make a difference in students’
educability in white Christian norms. The missionaries’ need to account for the children’s
learning demonstrates that part of their object in printing such letters was racialized—a way of
justifying the level of their expectations for children—expectations which were often racialized.
Regardless of Miss Ames’s emphasis on emulation, the girls certainly both complied with
her expectations and used their letters for their own ends. While Hilary Wyss argues that
Nancy’s willingness to write letters for Miss Ames should be seen partially in the context of her
close relationship with her teacher, it is exactly through letters, the medium Miss Ames teaches
her to use, that Nancy finds a political voice13. Given the amicable relationship between the two,
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We are lucky that there is some knowledge about the relationship between Miss Ames and Nancy. According to
Hilary Wyss, the two were good friends and close to the same age, as Nancy was one of the older pupils and Miss
Ames was a young adult. Wyss documents many shared activities that attest to their intimacy including the fact that
Nancy inserted material into letters Miss Ames wrote, wrote letters to Miss Ames’ personal friends when she could
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it seems credible that Nancy was actually asked whether she would like to write a letter (rather
than being required to). It is also likely however that any dissent would be carefully masked if
Nancy craved the approval of the teacher with whom she was so close. Given the missionaries’
status as public/private personae who frequently published their correspondence, and Nancy’s
own participation in that correspondence, it also seems likely that Nancy knew these letters
might be published. This suggests that from the start, Nancy was using her agency to access the
power of an audience with a higher-up missionary and perhaps the larger platform of the
periodical itself. Nancy also notes in her letter that she has chosen the recipient, writing
“Respected sir—As you were so kind as to remember us, in particular, in your letter to Mr.
Elsworth, I thought I ought to write to you, as the other girls were writing to Mr. Evarts” (285).
While the article does not mention who these men are or what the substance of their letters was,
Nancy’s choice shows a savvy sense of the conventions of formal letter-writing in the
missionaries’ community and the economy of gratitude and acknowledgment that accompanies
it. She does not want Mr. Green to feel left out and wants to acknowledge the fact that he asked
after them. Nancy’s letter frequently shows rhetorical savvy in that her inclusion of certain
elements is based on the missionaries’ expectations. For instance, she responds to her
interlocutor’s imagined desire to know that the girls are exhibiting industry even in their
extracurricular time, saying “I think you would like to know what the girls do in hours out of
school” (285). Nancy also shows an awareness of her interlocutor’s expectations by airing

not get around to it, and apparently, found it a privilege to retrieve Miss Ames’ mail for her (137-140). This
friendship mirrors in many ways, the friendships that white schoolgirls and female teachers shared in the nineteenth
century, in which these girls entertained crushes and teachers frequently exhibited favoritism for pupils. However, a
key difference is that in Nancy’s case, the cross-racial nature of this friendship makes it hard not to be suspicious of
Nancy’s performance of these duties of friendship, which are also labor. Wyss also documents the difficulties of this
friendship in which “Nancy becomes more and more consumed by her teacher’s desires, often allowing them to take
precedence over her own” and Nancy’s increasing bitterness as the threat of removal makes her realize that her
teacher, unlike the other students, has been mostly silent on this issue (139, 141).
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worries about her salvation in the letter. Meanwhile, she both complies with expectations and
uses the platform of the periodical for her own purposes in giving information about the progress
of the girls’ sewing society.
Nancy’s letter most overtly includes her own needs and desires when she notes the fear of
removal in the air. However, even in this moment, she defers to authorities, showing an
awareness of her audience’s expectations. She first grounds her notes that “I see much in the
papers of the Cherokees removal. I think the missionaries and most of the scholars think that
such a separation would be the most trying season that they ever met with. I hope we shall not be
left to murmur, if it is God’s will, that such a thing should take place” (285). After establishing
that she gets her information not from word of mouth, likely to be termed pejoratively as
groundless “gossip,” but from the kind of printed sources given credence by missionaries, she
also positions herself as speaking for both missionaries and (Native American) scholars at the
mission, positing herself as a leader. Nancy’s rhetorical awareness and compliance with the
rhetorical conventions of the formal letter and the authority of the printed word gives her a
platform and allows her to speak for her community.

Nancy’s Letter as Reception History
In her letter, Nancy writes first of a piece that Mr. Ellsworth asked the girls to read—the
narrative of a young girl named C.W.R. at the Mackinaw mission. Nancy uses the letter to give
her opinion on the piece, but more importantly, to give her spiritual reaction. She writes “The
piece you desired us to read is very interesting; and I think we could be like that girl if we were
to try. We can see the difference between the girls in this school and the Mackinaw girl” (285).
This ability to see the differences seems crucial to the workings of emulation; if students could
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not see the differences, then they would not be able to change their behavior to match. Moreover,
the desire for emulation seems instilled in Nancy because she can see that this difference does
not reflect favorably upon her. The rest of Nancy’s letter, however, works to contradict her
avowal of her desire to emulate C.W.R., because even as Nancy reports trying to do so, she also
reports more equivocal states—wanting or trying to try, and not trying. “After Miss Ames read it
to us,” Nancy reports, “I thought that we ought to try and be like her. I know very well that we
have not tried so much to have new hearts as she did.” (285). Nancy is quite straightforward in
her letter about the fact that, despite her knowledge of and belief in scripture, her failure is one of
willpower. Nancy details meticulously what she has been told will happen to those who do not
convert—”the wicked will call upon the rocks and mountains to fall on them and hide them from
the face of him that sitteth on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb,” etc., and says
when I think about the judgment...I then think I see the importance of being prepared to
meet God; and I say, in my mind, I will try to seek religion. But then my mind is taken up
with other things; and I forget these promises. I then think, surely God will leave me, if I
do not exert myself more than I have. (285)
Nancy’s account of her own spiritual waffling between trying, not trying and trying to try serves
a similar rhetorical purpose to Miss Ames’s account of the letters’ mediation and original
mistakes. This account shows Nancy’s progress and the degrees by which her character is being
changed by showing her mistakes. The fact that the rest of this letter is similarly earnest in
tone—detailing Nancy’s contributions to charity, for instance—also suggests that the
periodical’s editors wish readers to view her contribution with the utmost seriousness—as the
voice of a child struggling earnestly toward heaven. It also reflects the features adults generally
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value in children’s publications, however—a combination of seeming earnestness that shows
Nancy’s precocity, and a playfulness that signals her otherness, her separateness from adults.
On the other hand, Nancy performs an affecting concern for her soul and the souls of
others that fits the mold of contemporary spiritual conversion narratives. Amanda Moulder
argues that these narratives were “fundamental to the efforts of the ABCFM in literacy
sponsorship of Cherokee students” and that they therefore “wrote about their work in letters,
tracts, and newsletters” which often “misrepresented the degree of assimilationist change in
Cherokee women’s lives” (83). Such narratives included the popular memoir of Cherokee
convert, Catharine Brown14. Indeed, the basis of Nancy’s story is another conversion narrative—
that of C.W.R. In turn, the thinly-fictionalized Conversations on the Cherokee Mission, also
features a missionary reading letters from the Cherokee missions to white children. This story
depicts scenes of emulation, as it depicts fictional white children being presented with stories of
ideal Native American children by a visiting missionary cousin. In turn, like the narrative of
C.W.R., it was produced in the hope that it would encourage emulation in real-life white
children. These scenes of reading, both fictional and real, show that the letters of missionaries to
the mission board and stories in mission periodicals functioned both as the basis for children’s
literature, and as children’s literature. However, unlike most of what we think of as children’s
literature, these periodicals and letters were not produced for a singular, niche audience (or in the
case of some letters, for public audiences at all). While certain texts such as Conversations
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For more on Catharine Brown, see Joshua Nelson’s “Integrated Circuitry,” and Wyss, English Letters and Indian
Literacies. Wyss argues that Brown’s status as childless, her early death, and the fact that she could almost pass for
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that identity is incredibly complex for Brown. Rather than attempting to “work out tensions through dialectic
models…pitting Cherokee identity against gender or religious identity,” Nelson suggests a “circuitous model of
identity and agency theory that will…minimize the simplifying aspects of language and maximize the dimensions of
experience we can effectively use to conceptualize the depth, the heterogeneity, and multitextuality of being and
doing” (20).
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literally imagined an audience of white children, and therefore were likely written for white
children, letters and mission periodicals were much more open in terms of whom they were
directed toward. Because a wide variety of children had these letters and stories read to them,
however, they could have a wide variety of effects on different readers. In stories of emulation,
ideal Native American children are presented as models, but they were constructed in such a way
as to be models for both young Native American and white readers.
A quick look at the story of C.W.R., to which Nancy is responding, shows that Nancy’s
anxiety might be rooted in the form of the conversion narrative. The story of C.W.R. appears in
the Herald in 1828—ostensibly where Miss Ames found it and read it to her pupils.15 This story,
like Nancy’s, is also full of anxiety. While the missionary inscribing her story, Reverend W.M.
Ferry, claims to have taken it down as a “a faithful statement of C’s exercises as taken from her
own lips in her native tongue,” he nevertheless prefaces this account with a narrative of
“Incidents in the Early Life of C.W.R.” that allows him to frame her narrative. In this segment,
Ferry selects the incidents to include, thereby creating a frame for her story. Additionally,
C.W.R.’s story was undoubtedly chosen for inclusion because it matched characteristics that
missionaries wanted Native American and white Christians to emulate. Ferry identifies C.W.R.
as a “half-blooded Indian girl, but by her life and language, a full native of the wilderness”
whose “Indian name” is “Me-sai-ain-se” (381). According to Ferry, C.W.R. was supposed to
have been “received as a full priestess or conjuress” and was also reported by Ferry to have been
“one of the party in the Indian dance around the scalps of those whites murdered by Indians” the
summer she left for boarding school” (381). C.W.R. was not received as a spiritual leader
however, as in Ferry’s words, she has “an uncle who had given her her name, and had a right to
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control her, [who]…said he had been told in a dream that she must not become one of the Me-tawee” (381). After this, Ferry writes, C.W.R. apparently “determined, against the will of a
brother, that she would come here [to the misson]…She understood only the O-jib-e-way
language and was probably between fourteen and fifteen years old” (381). Like the most wellknown convert Catharine Brown, C.W.R. was identified as “half-blooded,” so was probably
therefore seen as a more acceptable subject for emulation. However, also like Catharine Brown,
C.W.R. had characteristics that made her less assimilated to begin with— a “full native of the
forest” (381). Her past as prospective “priestess or conjuress,” her alleged dancing around scalps,
and the fact that she still spoke her Native language likely made it seem more of a feat that she
had been converted at all, thereby dramatizing the mission’s success.
C.W.R.’s story both dramatizes and erases the anxiety of conversion. C.W.R. becomes
anxious first about her use of Catholic prayers, which another student, M. told her were only
“prayers of the mouth, and not right with God” (382)—ostensibly because the prayers were
Catholic. She then reports that she “used to try to pray. Sometimes I could only use a few words
and did not know what was the matter with me” (382). Here, C.W.R. like Nancy, tries to pray,
but is not successful. This failure of prayer seems to come partly from C.W.R.’s belief that she
inadequately understood the Gospel at first. She reports at first frequently recurring fears that
“I might be sent away with the wicked,” but then notes that
I can now see that I then had no sense of the wickedness of my heart…the more I heard
that…not only were our actions bad in God’s sight, but our thoughts and feelings
[also]…the more I was led to look at my life…to think more of my heart, that there was
something very bad, and which I began to see was wicked, in my thoughts and feelings.
(382)
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C.W.R.’s conversion narrative is like a kaleidoscope of negative feelings—as her understanding
blossoms, she becomes ever more convinced not only of her sinfulness, but of the fact that she
had previously not even understood its depth. Over the course of her time at the mission school,
C.W.R. gets an ever clearer view of what the missionaries deem her sinfulness. Because of her
anxiety, C.W.R. sometimes neglects prayer, thinking
‘I won’t let these things trouble me much’ and “immediately tr[ies] to check and do away
my feelings, as if I were saying to myself, it is enough to learn little by little: I won’t be
such a fool: by and by I shall do better when I come to know more…For a long time, it
was seldom that I would attempt to pray, lest my mind should be too much frightened or
distressed. (382)
Frequently, C.W.R.’s anxiety comes from scenes of literacy—interactions with teachers
who instruct her in religion, or scenes in which teachers read to her. The first of these scenes
occurs when the church takes communion and C.W.R. “while helping to prepare the table
service…was told that none but those who loved God had any right or privilege at his table”
(382). C.W.R. then reports that “I felt as if I should never be able to come there as I knew
nothing of God” (382). Again, a feeling of lacking knowledge causes an intense feeling of
exclusion for C.W.R. Additionally, she reports not being able to sleep the night after, “knowing
that there was such a glorious being in the Heavens, that he would never have anything to do
with me” (382). Again, C.W.R.’s fear comes from the juxtaposition of knowledge with
exclusion; knowing about God and yet fearing that she is too bad to be included in the ranks of
his followers causes her pain and anxiety. Another such key scene is when C.W.R.’s teacher
reads her “The Parable of the Sower” upon which she “was requested to meditate, and give my
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opinion, when I supposed I understood the meaning” (382) After relating this assignment she
notes its effect on her. “This troubled me much,” she writes,
for after fixing on what I thought the way side and the stony ground meant, I thought they
meant much of my heart. This state of mind remained and grew worse for some times,
until I was arrested with this thought, that it might bring me to sickness, or derangement,
or a worse evil: and I determined that I would try and do as far as possible what was right
for God, and in the meantime, avoid indulging in anxiety. (382)
Again, being read to, and undergoing religious education seem to equate for C.W.R., to
becoming painfully conscious of what she had not known before—of her own inadequacy within
the white Christian framework. As C.W.R. learns of the way side and stony ground—likely one
of the first stories she is read in the English language—she learns that she is the way side and
stony ground.
While anxiety is in some ways, part of the formulaic conversion narrative, it is elsewhere
policed—subject to management by missionaries. Though these stories read to her by
missionaries cause her anxiety, C.W.R. sometimes seems to see her anxiety as a dangerous
indulgence that is shameful and therefore, needs to be kept under wraps. Ferry seems to partially
agree with this take, as he excises much of her anxiety from the narrative. Shortly after this
admission, C.W.R.’s narrative is abbreviated by Ferry who inserts his effort to describe what he
leaves out: “here, she related a train of feelings [that] for several months amounting to nothing
essentially more favorable. The narration exhibited a fluctuating, unhappy state; sometimes
awaked [sic] to anxious distress under instruction, and again endeavoring to settle into ease of
mind (382). Ferry sees the spiral of C.W.R.’s anxiety as an uninteresting detour to readers, an
unhelpful thought pattern, and an obstacle to the linear progression of the narrative he is creating
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via her conversion story. He judges this “fluctuating” of her anxious thoughts as extraneous to
the story he is trying to construct. Importantly, however, he has already reported much of this
anxiety, suggesting that such anxiety plays a role as long as it fits under the rubric of “helpful”
spiritual struggling—an ideal it surpasses when it begins to get in the way of the progression of
the narrative on to conversion.
While several facets of C.W.R.’s story show how conversion narratives encourage
anxiety, but also police it, there is also material in C.W.R.’s story that shows her actively
resisting and evading the management of her feelings in the mission system. Notable in several
later interactions with teachers is the fact that C.W.R. carefully manages how much of her own
reactions she allows missionaries to be witness to in the moment—not in order to cave to their
expectations for her, but to protect her own feelings from intrusion or management by keeping
them private. For instance, when after “meeting,” a teacher “fell in with me…and had a long talk
with me,” C.W.R. relates that,
though I did not express to her any other than anxiety of mind for salvation, yet I was
angry. In my agony of distress and anger I had such thoughts as these, ‘What business
have you to talk so to me? It don’t concern you what becomes of my soul: you have not
to suffer for my sins: why not, then, let me alone, and not torment me.’ (383)
C.W.R.’s account shows that while acknowledging the anger she feels, she is careful not express
it in the moment. The intensity of her anger at her teacher is not mitigated for the reader,
however, and feels striking in what is otherwise an account of pain and fear turned inwards. For
once, the target of her accusatory thoughts is not her own inability to live up to the missionaries’
standards, but their expectations that she do so. Moreover, including such thoughts in her
narrative of her conversion can be seen as a way of directing her anger toward the missionaries
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openly without seeming to condone such anger, or having to acknowledge that there might be
any wisps of it still lingering within her.
In another such scene, C.W.R. is sewing with the other girls while “Miss O. read from the
Bible and talked” (383). In this scene, she experiences an apparently unbearable feeling, as she
reports that “I stayed till I dare stay no longer, lest I should break out in something dreadful
before them through derangement” (383). After suffering alone in her room for a time, C.W.R.’s
narrative notes that she encounters
Eliza (an Indian pious woman in the family who from the very filth of degradation, has
become as we hope, one of Christ’s lambs)…Here, I lost all my burden: I felt light: a
strange feeling that I cannot describe—I had no thought that I loved Christ, but I was
happy, and yet afraid to be happy; was afraid to give indulgence to these feelings: for it
would be dreadful, after all, to go to hell with no feeling of distress about it. (384,
parenthetical in original source)
While C.W.R. may initially seem to be in perfect sync with the conversion story the missionaries
want for her here as she encounters someone who helps her anxiety ebb, the disjunction begins
with what seems to be Ferry’s inserted comment about the “Indian pious woman” and C.W.R.’s
feeling of peace from talking to her. While Ferry acknowledges that the woman is pious, he also
notes that she came from the “filth of degradation”—not a statement C.W.R. would be likely to
make about one who had recently come from the same culture she had. Indeed, C.W.R. seems to
feel far more at peace talking with Eliza than she had with any of the missionaries, suggesting
perhaps this Native American Christian is using evangelical tactics that make her feel less
judged, fearful, and ashamed. Again, she identifies her anxiety as a feeling of indulgence, but
nevertheless expresses both it, and her nigh blasphemous fear of going to hell happy. Again, it
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seems that C.W.R. is using the conventions of this narrative to express her feelings openly,
confessing not just her sin, but the ways in which the missionaries’ project resulted in such
tortuous feelings. Following Eliza speaking with her, C.W.R. again navigates the revelation of
her emotions. “Rising from our knees,” she relates, “I was conscious of a smile on my
countenance, which I designedly concealed with my handkerchief, lest Eliza should observe it”
(384). While she seems to find much comfort in talking to Eliza, she still hides these feelings of
happiness from her, because she fears Eliza will somehow be cognizant of C.W.R.’s
blasphemous thoughts if she sees her smile. While Nancy’s narrative holds no such dramatic
moments of emotional management, Nancy’s letter demonstrates a similar oscillation between
anxiety and resolution that is both part of the conversion narrative form and an obstacle to its end
goal of salvation. And just as it is scenes of literacy that cause C.W.R.’s anxiety, it is C.W.R.’s
very narrative that causes Nancy to feel she is not doing well enough in the realm of spiritual
willpower. Both C.W.R. and Nancy use the platform of the Herald to vent their feelings and
political opinions, albeit indirectly. In fact, it is their very rhetorical awareness that allows them
to do so. In the end, we can also view the unconverted Nancy’s spiritual waffling as yet another
possible example of both rhetorical awareness and emotional management. In “trying to try,”
Nancy maintains her reputation as a girl who is spiritually minded in the Christian sense.
However, her continued reliance on anxiety in her narrative could function as a façade that
allows her to make room for a more divergent or syncretic spiritual narrative. The affordance of
anxiety to get in the way of a straightforward spiritual narrative allows Nancy to use it like
C.W.R.’s handkerchief, hiding her thoughts and feelings on religion and obscuring any access to
them for readers.
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Certifying Industry in Terms of Sewing
Nancy’s letter also details another kind of emulation that she is nevertheless able to use
for own ends and the ends of her fellow schoolgirls. In the remainder of her letter, Nancy tells
the story of how the girls at the Brainerd school started a charitable society making needlework.
In order to understand this society, it is necessary to understand the general value of sewing as a
feminized practice of bodily discipline and how Nancy and her friends were commandeering a
specific form of value-production through charity that white girls used.
Sewing education is, in all pedagogy for girls, a material practice—both in its belief in
the ability to control the development of girls’ character through their bodies, and in the
emphasis it placed on form—the proper formation of stitches—over content. Educators hoped
that sewing would act as a disciplinary practice; in the process of ensuring the docility of girls’
bodies, they also hoped to inculcate habits of virtue and industry over time. Chloe Flower, for
instance, argues that girls’ sewing education constitutes a “thwarting [of] time,” that mirrors the
process of girls’ non-linear maturation and helps to instantiate it (304). Educators also saw
sewing as the visual representation of virtue. According to Rozsika Parker, the final product of
girls’ sewing education—the sampler—was the visual symbol of their laborious education in
character and was “seen entirely as the expression of femininity,” evoking “the stereotype of the
virgin instead of the whore” (5). Sewing education can therefore be seen as a way of disciplining
girls’ bodies and of reading girls’ character through material objects. For Native American girls,
the final products of their sewing showed that they had disciplined themselves into the values of
white femininity and certified their industry.
For white girls, however, sewing was also a practice of charity that gave them power by
allowing them to define themselves vis à vis Native American girls as charitable givers. Each
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month, in the Board’s detailed description of all the donations it receives, there are multiple
donations from children—usually girls—both as individuals and as part of Sabbath societies and
other community groups. White girls’ primary means of making money was also selling the
needlework they made, so it is likely that this was often how they got the money to donate to
missions. One such society was the Seminary of Young Ladies in Charleston, SC, whose virtues
are extolled in an article entitled “Laudable Industry” in the 1820 issue of the Missionary Herald.
Under the direction of their teacher, the girls at this seminary made needlework items and sold
them, giving the proceeds directly to the mission schools at Eliot to sponsor two children there
(156). The girls donated to the Mission Board semiannually, and to accomplish this goal, did
needlework every week on Friday afternoon—a day otherwise devoted generally to religious
instruction (156). It is unclear if the girls used their leisure time to donate to the Board, but from
this note in the article, doing needlework for the poor and “heathen” seems to be part of an
educationally-mandated focus on religious instruction for the girls at the seminary—a
fundamental part of their education, rather than a task that is extracurricular, and therefore,
voluntary. Of course, needlework is often seen as a fundamental part of girls’ education; it is its
performance for the poor or “heathen,” that causes it to vacillate between necessary and auxiliary
depending on race. It is considered necessary for the Christian (read white) girls to learn about
giving money to the “heathen,” because this is how their duty is defined (and how they define the
Native American girls to whom they give), while for Native American girls, such virtue is in
excess of what is expected of them.
Additionally, the girls in the Society gain value by multitasking, listening to “missionary
information from the Panoplist or...Lectures by Mr. Robert May, a missionary, printed at
Philadelphia in 1812” while they sew (156). In this excerpt, they are contrasted with non-
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Christian girls, who ostensibly, would not have access to the Bible without the mission’s aid. The
Society also makes a case for the value of this kind of multitasking in all seminaries, arguing that
seminaries of learning might be made doubly useful by establishing and encouraging
Juvenile Societies in them, for the support of missionary labors, and the education of
heathen children. Thus, while children enjoy the advantages of literary and religious
instruction, they may aid in extending the same instruction to the destitute heathens.
(156)
The Christian children are construed here as adding value to themselves by reading to the
“heathen” children who are characterized as “destitute” of value. However, they do not merely
add value to themselves through their own learning, but through their very construction of the
heathen children as destitute of value. Thus, the Native American girls’ value within the
Christian mission school system also depends on this construction. But what precisely is
produced in the white Christian children here? What is produced is not physical, though its value
is held and represented in a material good—the sewing they produce. “As much of one’s conduct
in future years depends upon the habits of early life,” the author of the piece writes, it is certainly
wise to accustom children to feel for and to contribute to the temporal and physical wants of their
destitute fellow creatures” (156). In this passage, the child herself is the product that is
produced—a child who sees her fellow creatures as destitute and sees it as her job to contribute
to their welfare.
The writer also emphasizes that children become more industrious as a result of this way
of defining themselves. In response to the idea that “children have enough to do to attend to their
own studies,” the writer responds that
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experience has proved the reverse to be the case. Many of the children attached to the
abovementioned Society have shown a desire to excel in the knowledge of the Scriptures,
and in the execution of needlework; some of whom were not at first desirous of learning,
but who, on having a piece of work put in their hands to be executed in the aid of the
heathen, have taken much pains to execute it with neatness. (156)
This passage shows the need for a competitive market of virtue that white adults encouraged in
order to motivate white Christian girls’ giving and their sewing. Again, this logic sets up the
white Christian girls as superior; if the “heathen” could sew and make money for themselves
then why would they need the money from the Seminary for Young Ladies? And if they could
sew and make money for others, then how would they be in any need of the charity of white
Christian girls? Nancy is rendered in the missionary publication, as exemplifying the “model”
Indian girl who in her use of the skills she learns at school, (at least seemingly) so excels at
becoming civilized, Christianized and whitened, that she actually begins construing others as
heathens for her own charity. However, in orchestrating her sewing circle, Nancy also shows a
canny knowledge of the transactional nature of charity, which regardless of missionaries’ claims
to giving such aid freely, she recognizes is neither free nor their prerogative to give. On the
contrary, it can used by anyone—even little “heathen” girls—as a means of minting ideological
value.
Nancy first describes the society’s formation under new “regulations”—essentially its
transformation from a mere sewing society to a charitable sewing society. “Our society continues
yet. We have not forwarded any money to Boston. The regulations have lately been altered”
(285). It is clear from this introduction that Mr. Greene has heard of their charitable scheme
before. Nancy continues, saying that “when our society was first established, we used to work in
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the hours that were given us to play on Saturdays” (285). After some time working under this
arrangement, Nancy reports, “Miss Ames asked some questions like these ‘Who are you sewing
and knitting for?’ we answered ‘For ourselves.’ Then she asked, ‘Who pays you?’ we answered,
‘the Board.’ Then she said, ‘Do you think you are doing the Board a great service to work for
yourselves and they pay you for it?’” (285). Here, Miss Ames somewhat bluntly makes the girls
aware of their institution’s funding through charity, and tells them that they are essentially being
funded by the Board to make needlework for their own use. Nancy then reports that Miss Ames
“told us how they managed charitable societies among Christian people. I felt little mortified, but
I did not say anything for several days, and then I asked her if I could not do something to get
money for the society myself” (285). Nancy’s desire to change the focus of the society from
improving sewing skills and making necessary objects for themselves to making sewing for
charitable causes shows (along with her mortification) that she does not want to be beholden to
anyone. This charitable society exists outside of the school’s normal needlework education and
their use of the girls’ needlework for economic purposes, so it is necessary to understand what
the girls’ normal needlework consists of in order to understand how Nancy’s auxiliary society
functions. According to Nancy’s account, the girls do usually perform the needlework that is part
of their society “in hours out of school” (137). The girls were responsible for clothing their
fellow students, but they seem to have been doing this work on the side in order to mimic adult
charitable societies like the ones their white teachers participated in in teaching them. Nancy
here describes her regular, required sewing duties, relating that
some of the girls stay in their own part of the house to do the work that belongs to it, and
make and mend their own clothes. Others, besides attending to domestic affairs, are
employing in making and mending the boys’ clothes and in doing the common sewing of
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the family—it is between four and five months since the scholars have returned from
their homes...since that time, we have made nearly forty frocks, besides other garments.
The parents of the children bought the greatest part of them. Some of them are calico to
wear on Sabbath days; and the others, to wear on other days of the week, are Cherokee
cotton cloth, which [we] wove [ourselves] (137).
Nancy’s mention of “the family” likely refers to the “mission family”—in accordance with the
common practice of thinking of the missionaries and other Cherokee at the school as family. It
seems from Nancy’s account that she and her friends in the Society already spend much of their
time outside of school sewing things for themselves, the boys and the missionary community to
wear, and it is likely that other articles were produced to be sold, as this was a common practice.
Crucially, this family metaphor allows the missionaries to appropriate the money made
by the girls and their labor for themselves. In requiring the girls’ parents to buy the clothes they
make for themselves, for instance, they deny them both the value of their children’s labor in
making the clothes, and the clothes that are the product of that labor. Rather, the missionaries
assert their own right to appropriate this money and labor as the children’s mission “parents.”
Miss Ames’s statement that the Board is paying them to work for themselves, then, as if this
were some kind of internship, is needless to say, a misleading way of characterizing their work,
as they are already effectively supporting the mission with the work they do during their “free
time.” In order to gain extra money, then, the girls must “work in the time that is given to them
to play on Saturdays”—capitalizing on the only thing that is truly their own—their leisure time
(135). For girls in Nancy’s school, the lowest requirement of duty is to provide for themselves
and everyone around her—to make their own clothes and clothes for their male peers and even to
produce extra clothes. The products of Nancy’s time are turned into material for others of which
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the recipients are predetermined; she owns neither her labor nor the products of it. What she
strives for then is to turn her time to producing goods that are hers to give.
Another aspect of interest in Nancy’s discussion of her work is the demand side—what
the society will make and to whom it will sell its products. Nancy reports that
As the Cherokee women sometimes wish her to do a little work for them, such as making
and fixing their bonnets, she [Miss Ames] told us she would learn us to do them, and
would set a price, and we may have the pay for our society: and she likewise said, if she
could get materials she would learn us to make such things as they keep to sell in
societies at the north” (285).
Miss Ames gives the students the labor she had been doing for free. The fact that the students are
charging their own mothers for making and mending bonnets, however, again shows the degree
to which the mission has appropriated the students’ labor. On the other hand, the students are
able to use this labor for their own ends, rather than for the direct support of the mission.
Miss Ames has a higher purpose in mind for the students’ efforts, however. “She thinks,” Nancy
reports “that it may be that such things can be sent to some place where people do not know that
Indian children can learn like white children, and that the Christian people will be well pleased,
that they will purchase them. Then we shall have more money to send you” (285). This quote
likely refers to needlework samplers and fancy needlework sold at charity bazaars held by formal
mission societies. Miss Ames hopes not only that the girls will make money off of their work,
but also that their needlework will be able to break down stereotypes about Native American
children’s ability to learn. However, the real payoff of convincing the women of such societies
that Native American children were industrious would be that missions such as Brainerd gained
more donations. Miss Ames hopes to use the children’s society for her ends, but Nancy’s

59
practical wrap-up of this part of her letter suggests that her emphasis is on the money they will
send.

Sewing and Writing in Letters and Conversations on the Cherokee Mission
Letters and Conversations on the Cherokee Mission, a book written for and marketed to
white children provides another example of ways in which writing and sewing served to value
Cherokee girls in parallel ways, and how these technologies encouraged white girls to compare
themselves with idealized Cherokee girls. The book is written in the form of a dialogue about the
Cherokee between a young white woman, Cornelia, and her two little cousins, Delia and Talbot.
The piece was published by the Massachusetts Sabbath School Society and it is a thinly-veiled
excuse for making white children aware of the facts of the mission field amongst the Cherokee,
that “the[ir] attention...may be arrested..their sympathies enlisted, and their hearts engaged for
the benefit of those little wanderers of the wilderness” (1). Cornelia reads first a fictional letter
from a fictional Christian visitor to the mission school at Brainerd, Mr. Pelham, who is also
Cornelia’s uncle. Mr. Pelham’s purpose for writing to his sister seems to be because he
has just returned from visiting several of our missionary schools, and feel almost
indignant, when I remember the slighting remarks I have heard made of the personal
appearance, character, and talents of Indians. You may rest assured, they are nothing our
inferiors, except in learning and wealth. Give them our privileges, and they will soon
rank high among the most refined and polished nations. If you were to visit one school
after another, as I have done, you would be surprised to see so many fine manly
countenances among the boys, and so much beauty and gentility among the girls. You
would almost forget where you were, such blue eyes and blond hair as you would see
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amongst the mixed bloods. The specimens of industry and good taste exhibited in the
girls’ school filled me with astonishment. Beside handsome pieces of ornamental
needlework, I was shown thirteen patchwork bedquilts, that had been made in one school;
these, and so many shirts, pantaloons, vests, and other wearing apparel, as amounted to
eighty were accomplished in a few months. (126-7)
Here, Mr. Pelham lists the items the girls have made to certify their industry and clarifies the
grounds on which it needs to be certified—their assumed inability to measure up to white
standards. It would seem as though their industry does need to be certified to white readers
because even Pelham, who considers himself an advocate for Native Americans, is continually
astonished and surprised by it. It seems as though the writer himself also needs to assert their
difference from himself, however, in order to soothe his unease about the thin racialized line
between himself and them—a line their blue eyes and blond hair had already troubled in his
mind. The missionary’s comment that he “almost forgot where he is” is telltale, highlighting the
school’s nature as a place from which blue eyes and blond hair nearly had the power to remove
him—but not quite. The children’s school is a place that must remain racially marked for
Pelham, no matter how close it comes to white standards, because it exists not to abolish but to
reinforce white standards. Mr. Pelham then has an investment then in “giving them privileges of
white people—so that they can “rank high among the nations”—in other words, so that Native
Americans could assimilate and compete with white young people in a capitalist marketplace.
Cornelia’s framing of the letter shows that it is not just content that makes such writing
important in certifying Native American industry, but form as well. The protagonist of
Conversations, Cornelia, connects the Cherokee girls to the needle and the pen as instruments
white girls use to distinguish themselves according to Anglo-European standards of femininity.
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Delia, also startled at the number of needlework items produced by the girls at Brainerd
exclaims, “Cousin Cornelia, do you believe those school-girls ever made thirteen patchwork
bedquilts?” to which Cornelia responds, saying
Cornelia: Yes, Delia; and they quilted nine of them! Do you think the misses in your
school could not have accomplished so much?
Delia: I suppose we have used our needles as much (This was uttered in a sarcastic tone).
Undoubtedly, and your pens too; but I have seen specimens of the writing and
composition of little Cherokee girls, that would be a credit to little girls of the same age,
in some of our most genteel and respectable schools. I have one or two with me.
Everybody reached forward, or rose, anxious to see the handwriting of a little Cherokee
girl; and when they did see, with blushing faces, many turned away, saying, I cannot
write as well; who would have thought an Indian girl could write so neat and handsome.
(135)
In framing the writing of these girls in terms of white values, the magazine gives a stimulus to
white girls to perform even better. While performing charity work gave white girls value,
Nancy’s performance as an ideal Cherokee girl here reinforces the white girls’ delinquency. In
this passage, the quality and quantity of the Cherokee girls’ and white girls’ work are compared,
and the work of the Cherokee girls serves as an exhortation to that of white girls who are not able
to work with such neatness. Moreover, the two kinds of work are connected as properly feminine
and desirable. Both are evaluated for their decorative qualities, as the “neat and handsome”
penmanship recalls the decorative fancywork lauded in the previous passage. This emphasis on
handsomeness in both passages predictably values girls for their ability to produce aesthetically
desirable surfaces that attest to their inner “good taste”—a measure of the degree to which they
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have internalized white feminine aesthetic values. More surprisingly, however, the quantity of
work is also lauded. While one might think only quality would matter, the quantity of work that
the Native American girls have produced shows industry without a vain or unhealthy obsession
with perfection. Delia and Talbot might have used their needles and pens as much as the
Cherokee girls, but they have not produced as many letters or quilts.

Christeen Baker’s Sampler: Collective History in an Individualist Form
Another form that manufactured and certified girls’ ideological value was the sampler.
The sampler form was also an economic form in that it was meant to constitute the girl as
individual, differentiating her from her family in preparation for marriage or some other destiny
that would require her to be (for a time) an independent economic agent. Though of course, girls
were expected to be dependent within the family and marriage, they were expected to
differentiate themselves from family in preparation for gaining a new adult identity. To this end,
the sampler was also intended to certify a girl’s achievements in virtue and domestic skill—
either for the benefit of parents, charitable benefactors, or future employers or spouses—so that
so that she could make this leap into a new identity, while also constituting a symbolic
representation of this new identity.
In many nineteenth century systems of education including British charity schools and
American schools modeled on them, samplers were the culminating exercise in learning plain
sewing—a term referring to the making or marking with initials of utilitarian items. For this
reason, samplers represent a long history of girls’ education in plain sewing. Girls learned many
different stitches, but more importantly, they learned the values that much attention to sewing
was supposed to teach—values which greatly depended upon girls’ racialized and classed
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position in society. For Native American girls, samplers were meant to inculcate white values of
feminine domestic industry, make legible their embodiment of the values of true womanhood,
and certify their ability to compete on the marriage market. They were also tools of cultural
erasure, as girls learned these skills instead of the skills they would have learned in their own
cultures.
Samplers were however, also tools of literacy. As girls sewed alphabets and numbers,
they were also expected to learn them. In this way, samplers also evoke the ideal of emulation as
they, like the Lancaster system, reduce literacy to the process of repeatedly forming letters.
Chloe Flower writes of samplers that they are “central to a young girl’s assertion of her place in
the world,” and that they “positioned this self as a product of textual inscription” (306). Because
the self created by the sampler requires writing to come into being, it is therefore “aligned with
more readily recognized genres of life-writing” (306). While Flower analyzes samplers that
frequently feature verses or epigrams using the pronoun “I,” referring (as in life writing) both to
the maker and the subject, Christeen’s sampler defies the sampler’s individual character and
ability to speak for the individual by instead using verses of which the pronoun “we” is the
subject—suggesting that her sampler speaks for a group, rather than merely herself.
Additionally, in using “we,” Christeen’s sampler does not so much certify her own work as
speak for the work of a collective.
Rather than functioning in this prescribed way, Christeen’s sampler can be seen as
symbolizing her collective identity with her people. Christeen, a twelve-year old Choctaw
student at the mission school in Mayhew, Mississippi, finished her sampler on June 9, 1830.
Christeen attended the school from 1829-1830. The name given to her by her parents is
unknown, but she was likely named Christeen for her benefactor, Christine Baker, a Boston
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philanthropist who contributed frequently to mission work. Just three months after finishing her
sampler, Christeen and her family were forced to leave their homes for lands west of the
Mississippi River because of the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek. Though Christeen might not
have chosen the text of the sampler herself, this does not erase the possibility that she
experienced the process of making a sampler as a way of expressing a collective identity that has
even more significance due to its production at a crucial time of dispossession for her people.
Again, in light of Weems’s theory of intimacies, in which interactions between individuals
(economic, interpersonal, etc), rather than the individual constitute sites of analysis, I will
analyze not merely what we can logically know of Christeen’s choices, but the way in which her
interactions with the genre of the sampler could show signs of engaging in a culturally-inflected
struggle to define value, rather than simple compliance with Anglo-European ways of defining
value.
Before I analyze this sampler however, I want to discuss my concerns in analyzing it.
Indigenous studies reactions to curatorial practices both from the realm of curation and from that
of art history have problematized the way in which objects made by Native Americans, and even
the bones of Native Americans have routinely been stolen by collectors and museum collection
builders and used as, in the words of Anne Ruggles Gere, “remnants of an exotic, and
presumably vanishing culture” (Ruggles Gere 655). In response, Nancy Marie Mithlo writes that
we should recognize the “importance of cultural patrimony of objects” (114). While this object
does not represent a “traditional” Native American craft, it is still debatable whether this sampler
should be the property of a museum, or whether it more rightfully belongs to Christeen’s family
or at this point, descendants. Additionally, the fact that Christeens’ descendants or future after
undergoing the ordeal of removal cannot be ascertained risks reinforcing myths of absence that
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indigenous studies scholars such as Gerald Vizenor warn against. “Native resistance to manifest
manners and dominance is an undeniable trace of presence…,” he writes, “but even
these…stories of survivance on the continent are wrongly cast as narratives of absence and
victimry” (162). Scholars such as Rangel show how such mythologized absence can be
reinforced by museums, arguing that
museums that display art using anthropological, ethnographic and Western historical
models romanticize and abstract Native art. They make it a commodity, simulate, and
tokenize it… Also, it takes Native peoples out of the present by representing them as only
a part of the past. (Rangel 31)
Moreover, Rangel argues that this approach “fictionaliz[es] [a] fissure in Native crafts, rather
than representing ongoing tradition” (32). This sampler exists because Christeen was taught to
practice European cultural traditions at the expense of her own. While this is the case, however,
Christeen could also have participated in her own craft traditions during the summers, and after
being removed to a reservation. Brenda Childs describes the intimacy that children could
maintain despite the denigration of their culture at the later residential boarding schools, as they
wrote letters and could go home for the summers (29). It is not necessarily the case, or even
likely the case, that her experience in the mission school destroyed her affinity for or knowledge
of her own craft traditions. On the other hand, Gere shows how the idea of an inherent pure
artistic impulse amongst Native Americans has been heavily romanticized and since the
nineteenth century, increasingly commodified (653). To tell a narrative in which we find a young
girl happily making Choctaw crafts after her time at the mission school then would be very
satisfying in some ways. But what would such a narrative obscure? The endurance of the damage
done to her at school? The strategies she herself used to mitigate this damage? To laud Native
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American crafting without attending to Christeen’s sampler might also be to not tell the story of
how she successfully navigated her experience in mission school—how she was able to mitigate
the harm of an education that denigrated her culture, to resist, repurpose, and possibly even to
thrive in spite of this environment.
In addition to several usual features of samplers, two sets of alphabets and one set of
numerals, Christeen’s sampler features a verse from Ecclesiastes about the ultimate futility of
labor, and a hymn that focuses on the experience of exile and a longing for renewed community
with loved ones. Though again, we do not know who chose these elements for Christeen, it is
difficult not to read such elements in light of how she might have experienced them as she
worked them on her sampler.
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Fig. 2, Baker, Christeen. Sampler by Christeen Baker at Choctow Mission School. Williamsburg, VA, Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, https://emuseum.history.org/objects/91718/sampler-by-christeen-baker-at-choctowmission-school;jsessionid=89034503462DF56594B3D0B579457DD4. Accessed 13 Feb. 2020.
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On her sampler, Christeen uses the hymn “When Shall We All Meet Again?” The text is as
follows:
When shall we all meet again?
When shall we all meet again?
Oft shall glowing hope expire
Oft shall wearied love retire
Oft shall death and sorrow reign
Ere we all shall meet again
When the dreams of life are fled
When its wasted lamp is dead
When in cold oblivions shade
Beauty power and fame are laid
Where immortal spirits reign
There may we all meet again. (Samper by Christeen Baker)
To understand how Christeen changes the meaning of this poem, it is first important to
understand the meanings the poem itself accrued over time. First published in 1807 in a wellknown English magazine for ladies, La Belle Assemblée, where it was entitled “An Original Air
by a Casmerian [Kashmiri] Indian,” the original poem capitalized on the contemporary vogue for
“Hindoostanie airs” (see fig. 3). An article in The Vardill Journal attributes the poem to the
British poet, Anna Jane Vardill (“Canzonet for Three Friends”).
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Fig. 3, Vardill, A. “An Original Air by a Casmerian Indian.” La Belle Assemblée, or Bell’s Court and Fashionable
Magazine, Jul. 1807, 47. GoogleBooks,
https://books.google.com/books?id=x4MFAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#
v=onepage&q&f=false. Accessed 13 Feb. 2020.
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From there, its apparent origin story was lost, and it ended up reprinted in several American
magazines and later, American hymnals under various titles including “When Shall We Three
Meet Again?” and “Parting Friends.” A few of these hymnals were explicitly for children, as in
the example of The Young Christian’s Companion (1826) (see fig. 4). This iteration of the hymn
bears the inscription “composed and sung by three Indians on parting” (95-96). The hymn is also
sometimes called “Indian’s Farewell” (see fig. 5), as in an 1854 version of The Southern
Harmony and Musical Companion (76). While the origin of this belief that the poem was
authored by three Native Americans is unknown, the belief’s morphing over time is telling. Later
in the nineteenth century, the story morphs to suggest that the hymn was, in the words of an 1875
source, “composed by three Indians at the planting of a memorial pine on leaving Dartmouth
College, where they had been receiving a Christian education” (Martin 57). Thus, the song goes
from signifying a connection to Native Americans’ generalized “parting” to a focus on their
parting from each other after receiving a “Christian education.” While the generalized nature of
the idea of parting, suggests a simultaneous desire to sanitize Native Americans’ absence and
fantasize about Native Americans’ creative response to it, the later myth suggests a desire instead
to romanticize assimilationist goals—to depict a “Christian education” as an unquestioned good
that results in lyrical expression.
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Fig. 4, “Parting Friends.” The Young Christian’s Companion, pg. 95-6. Hymnary.org,
https://hymnary.org/hymn/YCC1826/96. Accessed 13 Feb. 2020.
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Fig. 5, Walker, Wm. “Indian’s Farewell,” Southern Harmony (New ed. thoroughly rev. and much enl.), 1854, p. 76.
Hymnary.org, https://hymnary.org/hymn/SH1835/25b.

Despite the lack of certainty about the actual attribution of the hymn, the fact that the
children were likely instructed to embroider a hymn on their samplers that was believed by many
to be of Native American origin, shows that their teachers also likely felt the desire to both
sanitize and romanticize Native Americans’ forced removal from their homelands. If Vardill
truly was the author however, then this Native American origin story could stem from a
misunderstanding by which the poem—originally about Kashmiri Indians—gradually came to
be, in an American context, associated with American Indians, thereby transforming the original
British exoticization of Indians to fit white settlers’ obsession with Native American absence.
The fact that it was sung around the country and that it occurred to Miss Burnham to suggest that
her students embroider this verse (if indeed, she did suggest it) suggests that, at this time, it
might have offered white people a sort of catharsis—an opportunity to feel better about Native
Americans’ imminent forced removal. The words of this song would encourage white people to
imaginatively inhabit the dispossessed position of Native Americans, while at the same time,
generalizing their removal to a politically neutral and culturally non-specific “parting.” Leaving
out the hymn’s second verse also changes the meaning. The second verse is one place where it
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becomes obvious that this poem has existed in multiple contexts, and that the specific situation
referred to by the text might have been obfuscated. Most saliently, earlier versions seem to refer
to exile from one’s native land, while some later versions refer more to a missionary’s calling in
another land. E.E. Hewitt’s version of the song, which was published in The Southern Harmony,
among other hymnals in 1835, reads thus:
Though in distant lands we sigh,
Parched beneath a hostile sky,
Though the deep between us rolls
Friendship shall unite our souls,
And in fancy’s wide domain,
Oft shall we all meet again.
We to foreign climes repair
truth the message which we bear
Truth which angels oft have borne
Truth to comfort those who mourn
Truth eternal will remain
On its rock, we’ll all meet again. (Hewitt)
This version of the poem thus mystifies the roots of the hymn in an experience of dispossession,
and even goes so far as to turn the hymn into a song about the comforts of religion for white
people within a racialized foreign land. If it was Miss Burnham’s idea to have Christeen
embroider this hymn then Christeen’s omission of the second verse could be read as Miss
Burnham’s erasure or at least neglect of specific references to place, and an erasure of the power
dynamic between herself and the children.
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This poem could be seen as enabling potential resistance, however, in its affordance of a
reading that goes against the traditional aims of samplers to certify educational achievement.
Though it is unclear if Christeen chose this hymn, or even what frame of reference she might
have used to make sense of its words, it is clear that there are ways of understanding this poem
that might have resisted the aim of assimilation. For instance, the poem expresses a collective
identity by invoking a multiple, rather than an individual speaker. This hymn uses the first
person plural throughout, and yet it seems there are two speakers, one who asks, and one who
answers. Though we might be tempted to identify the second speaker—who it seems, has all the
answers—as God, the use of first person plural throughout again suggests that both speakers are
among those who are leaving. If this hymn were sung, the singer would be embodying both
speakers, the one asking, and the one with the answers, while singing along with others, who are
also embodying these two speakers. Singing then, would offer the individual the opportunity of
feeling multiple and of feeling the presence of others around her. Sewing, as an activity that was
also performed by the girls as a class, might have had a similar valence—especially if all the
girls at the Mayhew school were required to embroider the same verse. They would then be
sewing this hymn as a communal act. Though this task may have been chosen for them, and the
individualistic value of the sampler as pedagogical exercise might be antithetical to the values of
their own culture, the text of the hymn, which is mirrored by the togetherness of their bodies and
minds while sewing it affords a knowledge that they are not alone and not gone.
Another important aspect of Christeen’s creation of a multiple identity is the way it
allows her to manipulate time and space as a means of understanding not only her own place in
society, but also to come to terms with the possibility of forced removal that loomed large for the
Choctaw people in 1830. The hymn Christeen uses for her sampler allows her to resist her
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impending forced removal from a place—her home in Mississippi—by allowing her to dwell on
and manipulate time. The importance of manipulation of time and space in life-writing is
something Chloe Flower charts in samplers. Flower documents how the sampler of the young
domestic servant Elizabeth Parker revisits the time of Parker’s religious conversion and stands
between her and the suicide she contemplated in the text of her sampler, bridging repeatedly
between the past and present. In a similar way, Christeen’s sampler also stands between her and
forced removal. It is important to note here that samplers were a task that could be endlessly
prolonged because, if mistakes were made, the stitches had to be picked out. Finishing a sampler
effectively meant, then, that the finished product appeared perfect, no matter the traces of past
imperfections that might be glimpsed on a closer look. Christeen’s sampler does not show signs
of wear or different-colored threads—signs that mistakes might have been made and then
rectified. Christeen’s skill as a competent and dedicated seamstress might have afforded her an
experience of what creativity experts now call “flow.” Its tiny movements that create nothing
meaningful or even legible in themselves, blur together in one’s experience of them. It can seem
as though the embroidery of stitches has the power to freeze time and make it pass faster, while
paradoxically, it seems not to pass at all. The embroidery of these stitches might have afforded
an experience of marking time, of heightened awareness conducive to bearing witness during this
time of uncertainty, or of allowing the time to pass unremarked upon—with nothing momentous
to mark it—conducive to distracting oneself from the frightening possibility of removal.
Meanwhile, the text of the hymn alternately mirrors and contributes to the cognitive
dissonance of this experience of uncertainty—between anxiety about meeting again and a
Christian belief in Heaven that ensures a future meeting—and undermines this uncertainty.
Because Christeen and her fellow pupils were uncertain what would be happening to them, their
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continuance with their everyday tasks in the face of this uncertainty likely took an enormous
amount of hope and perseverance. Moreover, their continued embroidery of this insistently
questioning verse might be seen as an act of imagination—of trying to conceive of or foretell
their collective future. The hymn itself also vacillates between exhibiting an anxious, literal
certainty of heaven and a striving for an answer that is characteristic of a seeker. The first stanza
repeatedly asks “when,” to which the second speaker ritualistically replies “oft shall weried love
retire/oft shall glowing hope expire...ere we all shall meet again.” Like a prophecy, the speaker
speaks from a position of power, seeming to have knowledge of the future she is willing to share,
as she foretells that certain conditions must be fulfilled before the group can meet again.
The ritualistic use of deictic markers in these stanzas could also evoke the sense of a
riddle. To the first speaker’s demands of “when,” the second speaker inches coyly closer and
closer to finally revealing the meaning of this time she knows will come, but initially, holds off
this conferral of knowledge. The last line of the first stanza collapses time and place as the
speaker’s struggle to discover “when” they all will meet again, settles on a place, “there” as the
time. This melting of place into time suggests a desire to privilege place over time because it can
be discussed more literally, thereby alleviating the anxiety experienced at trying to answer the
abstract question of “when”—which is relative to other markers in one’s life. While this allaying
of anxiety may seem comforting, it can also be seen as a silencing. In response to the abstract
question of when they shall meet, the speaker of the poem uses the literalization of place to wield
power, invoking the “there” of heaven to silence the complexity of cognitive dissonance that
might attend religious doubt and in this case—the uncertainty of dispossession that Christeen and
her friends are experiencing. Additionally, the major chord on which this stanza ends and the
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answering repetition of the words “shall we all meet again” lends a trite air to the end of the
stanza.
The grim passage from Ecclesiastes, however, which states that there is no “work nor
device nor knowledge nor wisdom in the grave whither thou goest” seems to directly contrast
with the first hymn’s hopeful if somewhat conflicted message of heaven and presumably, the
message that Miss Burnham would want to give Christeen and her classmates. The choice of this
verse should be considered in the context of the frequency with which such grim verses were
often employed in samplers (even if Christeen herself chose the passage). Rozsika Parker
establishes the popularity of meditations on death in samplers, putting them in the context of
“death threats” in didactic children’s literature, arguing that “threat[s] of death and punishment in
the afterlife [became] a powerful weapon for instilling obedience and docility” (133). Christeen’s
sampler, especially if the passage was chosen for her by Miss Burnham, then, draws on this
tradition. A child who fears that the place she goes to will constitute a blank that annihilates even
work would likely be fearful. Parker’s understanding of the uses of such verses is reductionist
however, as it does not explore the means by which they worked or the specificities of how they
might work for different children. For instance, Miss Burnham’s pedagogical purpose in
assigning sch a passage was to convince children whom she saw as heathens of the grave
importance of accepting not only Christ but the Christian (and white) vision of their souls as in
need of saving. The Choctaw people’s imminent removal also lends this passage an even more
terrible resonance because, in addition to giving a bleak view of the afterlife, it annihilates the
ability to perceive the passing of time—the only thing standing between Christeen and her
experience of dispossession. Embroidering this verse might have heightened Christeen’s
awareness of the uncertainty of her condition—of when or if she would have to leave or what the
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journey might entail. Her experience of flow and of solidarity with her friends, however, might
have allowed her to maintain—not a safe space separate from this impending reality—but both
the positive and negative aspects of the cognitive dissonance they underwent—dread as well as
hope.
Ultimately, we don’t know and probably will never know for sure the degree of choice
and agency Christeen exerted in creating this sampler. Her actions—the fact that she completed
the sampler nearly perfectly the first time, for instance, when read in the historical moment in
which she existed—tell us the most about her experience. We can only speculate about her
intentions in making choices or her state of mind while working the poem on her sampler. It is
possible Christeen felt herself to be a prophet while making this sampler. It is possible she felt
herself to be a drudge, completing a task she had no attachment to, or that she completed it so
well to spite those who believed she couldn’t work as well as white children. No matter what she
felt, the attachment she demonstrated to completing the task well suggests that she was engaging
in a struggle for defining meaning. Additionally, an understanding of the ways in which the text
of the sampler and the process of sewing function as a prompt that can be responded to in
multiple ways enrich our ideas of the possibilities of resistance Christeen might have been able
to exploit.
Unlike Nancy, Christeen was not invited to send letters to the Missionary Herald. As I
have explored, Nancy also had extremely limited choices as she was required to sew for her
classmates and herself and she had been placed within the mission school framework, which
likely prompted her choice to create a charity sewing circle. Even in her writing, she was limited
to the venue and genre that her teacher suggested. Writing should therefore not be romanticized,
as Nancy’s navigation of this medium was just as fraught as Christeen’s navigation of the
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sampler form, forcing her to make choices about how she would present sensitive information
about herself—her relationship to Christianity and spirituality more generally. Neither should we
romanticize the sampler. Just as Nancy’s letter asks her to respond to the conversion narrative,
Christeen’s sampler asks her to narrate her life experience within a framework, and trains her to
inhabit normative white female embodiment. Also like the conversion framework, the verse on
this sampler asks that Christeen perform anxiety about death and therefore, salvation. Both tasks
are also formulaic; while Nancy is asked to respond to a given story, Christeen is asked to
embroider a specific verse. In many ways, Nancy’s ability to write to the Herald is a reflection of
the relative privilege she had as a more assimilated Native American who knew English when
she entered the school, who was therefore understood in less racialized ways, and was a
particular friend of her teacher.
These were privileges Christeen did not apparently have. There is no record of her being
asked to write a letter to the Herald to explain her choices. However, Christeen’s task is so
formulaic in its dictation of every element to be sewn that it paradoxically allows her to avoid the
expectation that she reveal intimate aspects of herself to a white audience as Nancy is asked to. A
sampler does not ask you to choose how you will present yourself, to collaborate in your own
submission; rather, it simply assumes your correctness implies submission and moves on. The
teaching of the sampler form represents a hubristic certainty of domination not present in writing
education. This hubris could have allowed children to get away with their own thoughts—to
make a sampler that signifies collective identity to its maker. Studying samplers allows scholars
to study the work of children who did not have the privilege or ability to write in English or to
produce published work. However, it also allows us to study a kind of text that in revealing less
about its maker, allows its maker more agency.
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Chapter 2: Too Untidy to Live?: Helen Burns’ Queer Disorderly Needlework
While Nancy and Christeen use the Lancaster system’s insistence that they emulate
stitches and letters to their advantage, employing the Missionary Herald and the sampler form as
powerful platforms on which to present themselves, Jane Eyre’s Helen Burns exhibits an
untidiness in sewing and keeping her work neat that allows her to resist the Lancaster system’s
emphasis on physical perfection. Though Jane Eyre’s Helen Burns is usually known for her
moral exemplarity and status as a guide to Jane, she is in her embodiment and way of
approaching the world, deeply at odds with the Victorian value of tidiness. Taught to girls via
disciplinary methods in schools and at home, the regimen of tidiness refers not to just dress and
appearance, but one’s more general mental orientation toward the world and physical bearing.
Helen’s frequent daydreaming, her apparent inability to keep her workbox in order, fold her
clothes, or keep them clean, all mark her out for censure in an Evangelical school which sees the
body as a site of natural sin and disorder. While scholars have often seen Helen as a victim or
martyr, I argue that her untidiness can be read as resistant, and moreover, shows the resistance
that nineteenth-century girls could have had within Evangelical schools.
Certainly, looking at the education Helen and Jane receive at Lowood is nothing new.
Indeed, both Lowood and Helen have been crucial to the experience of reading Jane Eyre since
its earliest readers recognized in Lowood a critique of the Clergy Daughters School at Cowan
Bridge, which Brontë and her siblings had attended as young girls. They also recognized that the
character of Helen Burns, Jane’s friend and moral guide, was modeled on Brontë’s elder sister,
Maria, who died of tuberculosis at the school, and whose death is thought to have haunted Brontë
throughout her life. Elizabeth Gaskell’s biography of Brontë further contributed to the public’s
belief that Brontë desired to avenge her sister’s death and that the Lowood scene was meant as a
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sort of exposé of the harsh conditions of the school. Gaskell writes of Brontë’s pain in an
impassioned manner. “Her heart, to the latest day on which we met,” writes Gaskell “still beat
with unavailing indignation at the worrying and the cruelty to which her gentle, patient, dying
sister had been subjected by this woman” [Miss Andrews, the model of Helen’s tormentor, Miss
Scatcherd] (Gaskell 104).16 Gaskell understandably then devotes significant space to describing
Maria in terms that mirror Helen Burns to a great degree, reporting that
she was far superior in mind to any of her play-fellows and companions, and was lonely
amongst them for that very cause; and yet, she had faults so annoying that she was in
constant disgrace with her teachers, and an object of merciless dislike to one of them who
was depicted as ‘Miss Scatcherd.’ (104)
While Maria’s goodness might seem familiar, Gaskell’s description of Maria’s constant disgrace
due to habitual faults might sound out of place for the model of Jane Eyre’s most morally correct
character. Indeed, while Helen’s untidiness is rarely mentioned by Brontë scholars who do not
take a biographical approach, it was an important part of the real Maria Brontë’s life at school,
and an important part of the earliest biographical narratives about Brontë, of which Gaskell set
the tone.17 While Brontë scholars continue to debate the degree to which these events were based
on fact, and in particular, to devote attention to exonerating key figures in the Brontës’ education
at Cowan Bridge such as the superintendent, William Carus Wilson, and the teacher on whom
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According to Juliet Barker in her biography of the Brontës, Brontë herself confirmed her readers’ supposition in a
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Gaskell gives an anecdote that was reported to her by a fellow pupil in which Maria was ill and still in bed after
the time when the girls were supposed to have risen for the day. Gaskell, unwilling to reveal the name of the cruel
teacher, uses Miss Scatcherd’s name in the anecdote. “Miss Scatcherd,” she writes, “issued from her room, and
without a word of explanation from the sick and frightened girl, she took her arm on the side which the blister had
been applied, and by one vigorous movement, whirled her out into the middle of the floor, abusing her all the time
for her dirty and untidy habits” (Gaskell 105).
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the cruel Miss Scatcherd is said to be based, Miss Andrews,18 my scope in this chapter is
broader. Rather than debate the accuracy of Brontë’s picture of the school, I am interested in
returning to Helen Burns’s untidiness, not as a biographical detail, but as a detail with novelistic
and cultural significance for its depiction of resistance within girls’ education and the queer
forms such resistance could take.
Scholarly readings of Helen focus on Helen as an oppositional, resistant force within the
text—a means of “burning off” textual energy that is resistant and has nowhere else to go and
ultimately, no utility in the (adult) marriage plot. However, they also tend to focus on Helen’s
death and her apparent passivity in death, taking for granted Brontë’s use of Helen as a symbol
of childhood innocence and victimhood. Cecily Hill, for instance, in an argument about the
intertextual relationship between Jane Eyre and school stories, focuses on times when Helen’s
desires exceed the space she is afforded at school (and even in the text), and are not successfully
contained. Rather than seeing Helen’s acquirement of Latin and Greek as yet another piece of
evidence for her exemplary status as a schoolgirl, Hill argues that “Helen’s luminous
countenance is as much a product of this female desire for stolen knowledge as it is a portrayal of
her inner goodness” (Hill 185). A focus on Helen’s death seems to counterbalance attention to
these desires, however, making Helen seem like a pathetic victim. Hill states that her death is
“the ultimate silencing, demonstrating her inability to oppose any type of masculine authority”
(Hill 186). Sally Shuttleworth also discusses Helen as a presence that while it is bright, is
ultimately contained, and functions as a spectacle of female abjection. Shuttleworth sees Lowood
and “the third floor of Thornfield hall” as the two types of “asylums” that aim to contain
women’s energies, with Lowood representing a system of “moral management (with a leaven of
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physical violence in which individuals are to be ‘saved’ for society by the careful regulation of
their inner impulses” (Shuttleworth 160). She positions Helen as one of “two contrasting models
of female energy…the imploding, self-consuming energy of Helen Burns, and the disruptive,
exploding energies of Bertha Mason” (186). However, Shuttleworth also sees Helen’s energy as
ultimately contained. Indeed, she sees the novel as “explor[ing] the consequences of restraining
female energy” in that Helen “achieves her wish to become a ‘disembodied soul,’ burning in
purifying fire the forces of “sexual desire” (160). Helen seems to Shuttleworth to submit
willingly to childhood death—a pure death that is not possible for Jane, who risks her virtue in
the process of pursuing a heterosexual relationship. In seeing Lowood’s mission of disciplining
female reproductive energies as successful, Shuttleworth also sees Helen’s resistance to such
discipline as effectively sublimated in death. Shuttleworth takes Helen’s death as a tragic
cautionary tale that opposes Jane’s narrative, writing that “in physiological terms, [Helen’s]
internal productive forces, turned inward upon themselves, become self-consuming,” while Jane
is able to escape Lowood, and the “forces of self-consumption” (160-1). Gilbert and Gubar also
find potential for fiery resistance within Helen, characterizing her as “burning with spiritual
passion,…[and] with anger,” and as “carried off by her own fever for liberty, as if her body, like
Jane’s mind, were ‘a ridge of lighted heath…devouring’ the dank valley in which she had been
caged” (Gilbert and Gubar 346). Again, however, they see Helen’s energy as self-immolating.
Moreover, they also see this self-immolating energy as not lasting but sublimated within the text.
They write of Jane that her “way of confronting the world” when she leaves Lowood “is still the
Promethean way of fiery rebellion…not Helen’s way of saintly renunciation” (347). Gilbert and
Gubar portray Helen’s death as instead of fully sublimating her energy within the narrative,
transposing that resistant energy onto Jane.
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Helen’s Queerness
While it makes sense to consider Jane central to the novel, as it is her autobiography,
doing so also suppresses the possibilities for queer readerly engagement by taking the roughly
linear narrative, which is also the romance plot, at face value. Mary Armstrong on the other
hand, demonstrates the possibilities for queer reading in the novel. Armstrong’s reading of the
ways in which characters of all genders find erotic pleasure in reading other characters
(regardless of gender) is informed by earlier readings of the novel’s “heterodox narrative
dynamics” and in particular, draws on a feminist tradition of narrative theory that focuses on “the
significance of competing or overlapping discursive strands” (Armstrong 122). Rather than
seeing textual dynamics as subject to the marriage plot, or filtered through its lens, Armstrong
argues that the multiple “trajectories of desires within…narratives” prompt the question of “the
extent to which we are able (and of course willing) to read queerly” (122). I will attend to one of
these alternate trajectories of desire—the relationship between Helen and Jane—and show how
this relationship can help us read queerly by offering other timelines and narrative structures in
addition to (and within) the ostensibly linear narrative plots of the heterosexual marriage plot and
that of “growing up.”
These alternate narratives like those described by queer theorists of childhood,
problematize “official” narratives of the ways children mature. Kathryn Bond Stockton, for
instance, links queer theory to an attention on children’s agency and desires. Stockton argues that
childhood innocence is constructed by virtue of its delayed state, as “a body said to need
protections more than freedoms” and who cannot therefore “consent to sexual pleasure, or
divorce its parents, or design its education” (Stockton 16). This delay prompts her to ask the
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question “How does any child grow itself inside delay?” and to attend to textual childhoods she
identifies as queer in the ways they “locate pleasure in the extensions and connections that are
not reproductive”—more specifically, in “forms of textual lingering,” in the juxtaposition of
multiple temporalities, and in the “suspension of meaning through strange syntax” (Stockton 6,
13). These textual delays are for Stockton, unlike the delays produced by the official narratives
of childhood in which children are falsely hollowed out, as if they experienced no sexual desire
until adulthood. Rather, these delays show textual children’s queer ways of making meaning
within a state that is constrained by material and discursive circumstances. They offer a way of
“growing sideways,” in order to experience non-normative desires during childhood, rather than
a linear process of growing “up” that entails acquiring the privilege of exploring one’s desires
only in adulthood, and until then, delaying them entirely (Stockton 26). Helen partakes of
Stockton’s idea of queerness in her relationship with Jane, which defies the linear nature of the
text’s romance plot and of the assumedly linear process of aging. Their relationship both begins
and ends in childhood, but is returned to both at later locations in the text and in Jane’s life—
when she visits her Aunt Reed’s deathbed, and when she describes the placement of Helen’s
headstone (ostensibly by her) years after her own marriage. The fact that Helen returns to the
narrative after her death provides a basis for a deeper look at Helen’s character than has
previously been undertaken. Moreover, the ways in which Helen and Jane’s queer relationship
defies straightforward narration provide a basis for considering untidiness as a queer quality.
This untidiness characterizes not only Helen’s relationship with Jane, but also her own
relationship to the rules and expectations of Lowood school around tidiness. In this chapter, I
will draw on Lee Edelman’s queer theory of a futureless temporality, which emphasizes the
ethical value of negativity as a queer stance that opposes reproductive futurism (Edelman 5). In
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fact, he validates negativity as a drive that in recognizing the reality of oppression and refusing
to submit to its standardizing terms, is resistant and queer. Helen experiences her childhood
pessimistically; at the time of her death she sees no normative options that she believes she can
fulfill due to her untidiness which makes her constantly “at fault” (Brontë 97). However, Helen’s
pessimism is built on her teachers’ construction of her as necessarily and predominantly material.
Thus, her pessimism is a savvy recognition of her queerness in relation to norms of tidiness
which are placed on her as a child. What may seem to be evidence of Helen’s lack of power
within the narrative, or the narrative’s need to sideline her, or subjugate her, actually shows her
knowingness about the way adult norms work, and her reappropriation of the untidiness that her
teachers place on her as part of her identity.
In addition to being a product of ideologies about childhood and adulthood, Helen’s
queerness is also a product of gendered ideologies. Stockton’s idea of growing sideways is
especially applicable to girls, in that girls were not only supposed to be asexual because they
were too young to engage in sexuality, but because they were not supposed to experience sexual
desire, or at least openly avow such experience, either as girls or women. Helen is at odds with
the ideologies of femininity that Deborah Gorham identifies—namely, that “certain features of
the idealized view of womanhood could, in fact, more appropriately be applied to daughters than
to wives” (Gorham 6). In particular, the daughter helps to resolve one of the central “ambiguities
involved in the Victorian idealization of womanhood”—the idea that “while the ideal woman
was to have womanly strength, she was also to remain permanently childlike, childlike even in
maturity” and the idea that “feminine purity is implicitly asexual” and yet “active
sexuality…would inevitably be included in the duties of wife and mother” (Brontë 61). In a
sense then, the Victorian woman like the child, was never supposed to grow up, to remain
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separate from the adult, male worlds of commerce and sex. The expectation that girls would
delay sexual activity until marriage, and not even possess sexual knowledge or desire until the
precise moment they were desired poses then, a set of contradictory expectations for girls similar
to the expectations that Stockton argues characterize childhood in general, where normative
growth is carefully regulated, and yet in its regulation, produces its own queer detours. Perhaps
especially for girls then, whose bodies were more carefully policed than those of boys, any
deviation from the program of proper naiveté in the form of unruly desires—sexual or
otherwise— was seen as in need of discipline. While Helen doesn’t exhibit sexual desire, it is
precisely the regulation of her desire for intellectual stimulation that makes her untidiness
queerly resistant rather than merely inept.
The futures that Gorham says girls’ educations were meant to fit them for also show the
gendered implications of Edelman’s theory for girls. The process of growing up for girls is after
all, not gender-neutral, but inherently linked, especially in the nineteenth century, to binary
gender ideology in that upon the attainment of a certain age, girls were expected to “naturally”
assume the duties and habits of women. In particular, since Helen is a “great girl…[who] looked
thirteen or upwards,” as Jane describes her, she would have been expected to be undergoing a
time of physical, mental, and moral transition into womanhood (Brontë 61). Gorham
demonstrates that “the purpose of a girl’s life, after puberty, was defined as preparation for the
adult feminine role” and moreover, that “the character traits associated with femininity (traits
like timidity, modesty and dependence) are believed to spring directly and inevitably from the
physical manifestations of puberty—directly from the menstrual flow, so to speak” (Gorham 68).
Significantly, she argues that “any necessity” therefore “for explaining why girls adopt the traits
associated with femininity as they mature is removed” (86), effectively making the process of
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growing up seem natural and inevitable, rather than constructed and heavily regulated, as it was
(and is), and making any delays or detours seem even queerer. While Helen is supposed to be on
the cusp of womanhood—that is to say, on the cusp of the physical transition that would effect a
mental change in her, she seems to neither be able to physically comport herself as a woman
(that is, to be neat in her dress, manner, and work) nor to be interested in the practical and moral
work of women—sewing and serving others. Rather than prioritizing her needlework, she prefers
to construe Latin and spends time ruminating on academic subjects—both distinctly masculine
employments.

The Time of the Body and Growing Sideways
The designation of untidiness that is leveled at Helen Burns marks the fact that she
lives a temporality that is queer in its resistance to a more normative temporality—that of the
monitorial system within a girls’ school, which I call “the time of the body.” When educators
imposed the “time of the body” on girls, they attempted to circumscribe girls to the rhythms of
their bodies via the strict routinization of the monitorial school, and specifically, to the repetitive
rhythms of plain sewing. Additionally, this temporality attempts to subjugate girls by substituting
the material of their work for that of their bodies, denying the importance of their embodied
desires and psychological experience. I build here on ideas about girls’ experience of sewing
samplers as advocating and instantiating a normative, but not straightforward form of linear
maturation. Such samplers most often included embroidered alphabets and verses and required
painstaking redoing for students who were not adept at sewing. Chloe Flower describes the
purpose of such samplers as a “thwarting [of] time” in which samplers became metaphors for a
girl’s iterative discipline, which is achieved through painful redoing and undoing of their work
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on each individual sampler (Flower 307). Similarly, William Huntting Howell has documented
how the sampler enshrines the values of emulation in its promotion of “the counter-romantic
behaviors of manufacturing, appreciating or promoting replications and imitations” (Huntting
Howell 119). Howell’s analysis of samplers shows the value of re-doing in sewing. When one
sews a sampler, one is following the example of one’s female forbears in sewing the already
valued verses and proverbs, and doing an activity which so many virtuous women had done
before. Rozsika Parker also argues that samplers provide a metonym for femininity, evoking “the
stereotype of the virgin instead of the whore, an infantilizing representation of women’s
sexuality” and showing that when women embroider, it is “seen entirely as the expression of
femininity” (Parker 5). In all of these scholars’ analyses, the emphasis on sewing in girls’
education would seem to suggest a recognition of the knowledge that habits and routines have
taken root over time. However, unlike queerer forms of delay which show children’s desires, and
more similarly to the “official” delays placed on children’s sexuality that Stockton discusses,
girls’ education in sewing prescribes delay hierarchically and sees the performance of sewingrelated activities as both teaching and leading to the embodiment of normative femininity.
Sewing acts as discipline on girls’ bodies, teaching them ways of being womanly, but again,
belies its own disciplinary nature by purporting to “naturally” instantiate and pace the transition
from girl to woman.
An opposing figure to the seemingly natural woman produced by sewing education is
Edelman’s figure of the “sinthomosexual” whom he writes, ‘forsakes all causes, all social action,
all responsibility for a better tomorrow or for the perfection of social forms…[by] repudiating the
social” (Edelman 101). Edelman helpfully puts this negation of the social in terms of fabric,
characterizing the sinthomosexual as “denying the appeal of fantasy, refusing the promise of
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futurity that mends each tear, however mean, in reality’s dress, with threads of meaning” (35).
Here, fabric represents the social order and those concerned with its perpetuation at all costs,
evoking the painstaking labor of mending each “mean” thread as a metaphor for the futility of
such a reparative focus. In contrast, Edelman’s sinthomosexual represents “reality turned inside
out—the seams of its costume exposing reality’s seamlessness as mere seeming, the fraying
knots that hold each sequin in place now usurping that place” (35). Making use of a homonym
between “seam” and “seem,” he exposes the fact that seams, which are ideally hidden, are all
about “seeming.” Edelman shows that tidiness in sewing seams is a device with no utility other
than to hide the labor of sewing. While Edelman’s anti-mending stance might seem to suggest a
nihilistic view that concern for repairing the social is futile, it actually represents a repudiation of
such concern when it is only focused on “seeming”—a repair that struggles to appear
conventional and appropriate, rather than merely to protect oneself from the elements or express
oneself. Understanding this metaphor in the light of the imperative of naturalness placed on
femininity more generally, it becomes clear that such an investment in the importance of
“seeming” is also a denial of the time-consuming, painstaking and sometimes painful nature of
women’s sewing labor, and the status of femininity as labor—produced by actions, rather than
easily and naturally inhabited. Helen’s untidy work, then, makes this labor clear, replacing
seeming with seams, and by extension, exposing neat work for its role in perpetuating normative
femininity.
Indeed, Helen does not participate in such femininity; she does not grow up and does not
submit herself to the temporality of this labor—remaining unwomanly in that she doesn’t attend
to her material body or internalize the schedule followed at Lowood. In her embrace of the
atemporal and non-physical space of reverie in favor of the materiality to which her teachers
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attempt to circumscribe her, I see Helen as inhabiting a queer temporality, one of both “growing
sideways” and ultimately, refusing growth. In this chapter, I will examine Helen’s embrace of
desires that do not lead to maturation—including her persistence in untidiness, and her reception
of her teachers’ punishment in a spirit of resignation rather than shame or a desire to improve.

Slatternliness as Queer
While most surviving examples of girls’ sewing are tidy, evidence of the powerful
cultural meaning of untidiness exists in conduct books. Untidiness is frightening to the writers of
these sources because it results in, in the words of Mary Douglas, “matter out of place” (Douglas
66). More fundamentally, however, the physical blights resulting from untidiness such as stains
on the material of girls’ dresses or dirt under nails are seen as reminders that girls have bodies,
and therefore desires of their own separate from their service to others. While neatness cleanses
flesh and fabric surfaces so that adults do not have to think about the surface as such, and can
consider the girl to be asexual and perhaps transcendent or idealized, dirt reminds adults of the
existence of these surfaces, and thus, the disturbing potential for decay, sexual activity, and
bodily desire they represent. This potential would have been all the more disturbing because of
girlhood’s important symbolic function as an unproblematic receptacle for an infantilized
femininity that adult women could of course, not completely fulfill. The process of tidying was
then, a regular process by which one cleansed one’s body of markings so that there would be no
excess matter on its surface, reminding adults of one’s embodied existence. The following
excerpt by Sarah Stickney Ellis, for instance, writes of slatternliness in a woman that
it is a subject too serious for jest, and ought to be regarded by all women with earnest
solicitude, that they may constantly maintain in their own persons that strict attention to
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good taste and delicacy of feeling, which affords the surest evidence of delicacy of mind,
a quality without which no woman ever was, or ever will be, charming...if there steal
from underneath her graceful drapery the soiled hem, the tattered frill, or even the coarse
garment out of keeping with her external finery, imagination naturally carries the
observer to her dressing-room, her private habits, and even to her inner mind, where it is
almost impossible to believe that the same want of order and purity does not prevail.
(Stickney Ellis 96)
The focus here is tellingly on the observer and the extreme discomfort they experience from
viewing the untidy woman. The hypothetical untidy woman in this quote becomes almost
transparent to her examiner, who infers not only the messiness of her boudoir but the untidy state
of her inner mind from her outer garments. Moreover, the way in which mere disorder collapses
seamlessly into a lack of purity, and physical taints take on mental valences, dissolves the usual
boundaries between outside and inside and transforms the girl or woman in question into mere
matter in the process. The female subject and addressee of the conduct book is here reduced from
subject to mere object—the raw material of institutional discipline—discipline that must be
maintained lest the observer be forced into the unpleasant task of contemplating the young
woman’s desires or thoughts.
This need for the viewer to maintain a certain view of the woman results in Helen’s
receiving the queer label of “slattern” from her teacher, Miss Scatcherd. Her refusal to comply
with Lowood’s institutional rhythms is not only insubordinate, but deeply unsettling to her
teachers, because for girls, the gendered rhythms of taking care of one’s body and dress and
keeping one’s work tidy allow one’s idealization as devoid of desire—sexual or otherwise. Miss
Scatcherd brands Helen as a “slattern” and a “dirty, disagreeable girl,” in part reprimanding her
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for her lack of care and attention to time—specifically, forgetting to perform steps in the
routinized processes of putting away objects tidily and cleaning and dressing herself for the day
(Brontë 87). Helen is supposed to wash her nails every morning, and Miss Scatcherd’s assertion
that “nothing can cure you of your slatternly habits” is specifically in response to what she sees
as the unaccountable negligence of this omission of a daily activity (Brontë 65). Similarly,
Helen’s work drawer is inspected at regular hours by the monitor and Miss Scatcherd, and twice
in two separate days, her drawer is found to contain “untidily folded articles” (Brontë 87).
However, it is not only problematic for Helen to have dirt under her nails because such excess
evidences her neglect of a routine, but because in not cleaning her nails, she asserts the right to
materiality and therefore desire—the right to have private thoughts that are solely her own, and
that like her nails, may or may not be seemly. Moreover, because Miss Scatcherd sees Helen as
refusing to clean her nails (rather than being unable to remember to do so) she sees Helen as
being devious, attempting to hide dirty fingernails and dirty thoughts. If this behavior were
deliberate, it would also indicate insubordination, an assertion of the right to have dirty nails and
more disturbingly for Miss Scatcherd, private thoughts that teachers cannot control—whether
they be of Latin lessons or other girls. In this instance, Miss Scatcherd relies heavily on
disciplining the material aspects of Helen in an attempt to control what is not strictly material—
her thoughts and desires. Because Helen’s thoughts are supposed to be confined to the
maintenance of her body and work, any thoughts that are private are in excess of what is
expected of her within this system—untidy material that does not have to spill out into the real
world to be seen as wrong.
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Punishment Badges and the Repressive Materiality of Gendered Punishment
Miss Scatcherd’s punishments of Helen are in some way typical of the monitorial
schools’ repressive punishments insofar as they focus on the body as a means of accessing the
mind. However, Miss Scatcherd’s hatred of Helen is also gendered, based on Helen’s deviance
from proper feminine mores. Scholarship on the monitorial system notes a distinction between its
leaning toward disciplinary punishments and the repressive punishments of earlier schools. The
key characteristic of the former is that it includes an element related to the mind (i.e. an attempt
to cause shame or humiliation), and the key element of the former is that it merely applies
physical pain to the body in an effort to condition the child’s behavior. David Hogan, for
instance, notes that “‘order’ in monitorial schools did not rely on frequently resorting to corporal
punishment” as Lancaster believed that “‘Obedience did not necessarily depend on pain;
intimidation, fear, terror, or awe; terror did not moralize”” (Hogan 408). The monitorial system
therefore promoted “school order and moral education by promoting the internalization of moral
authority through the cultivation of desirable habits” (408). As Paul Sedra argues, this method
saw itself as an improvement in the realm of fairness as “the system, and not the master’s vague,
discretionary, uncertain judgment” ruled in monitorial schools (Sedra 272).
In contrast, Miss Scatcherd’s punishments demonstrate that her horror of Helen’s
untidiness has a gendered component that makes it less systematic and efficient than most
punishment in monitorial schools.19 Moreover, Helen’s engagement in the physical processes of
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crafting and wearing her punishment (particularly in the “untidy badge” she is forced to wear)
show that there are gendered aspects of monitorial school punishment that have not been
recognized. While discipline of the body is being used to control the mind as in most monitorial
schools, the elements of physical repetition involved in this punishment harken back to earlier
repressive punishments focused mainly on the body. A prime example of this repressive
punishment is Helen’s wearing of the untidy badge. This object is similar to a punishment
sampler—an object that the offending child was forced to wear on her person in public, with a
word embroidered on it that purported to characterize her to her peers. However, unlike a sign, a
punishment sampler forced girls (but not boys) not only to bear but to make the sign of their
humiliation—to describe themselves in the painstaking process of perfecting their stitches,
effectively writing their own humiliation as they embroidered. For this reason, punishment
samplers bridge the divide between a disciplinary, shaming punishment and repressive, corporal
punishment, and thus, the line between shame and physical coercion. The gendered nature of the
punishment sampler is also seen in the fact that, as demonstrated by a rare collection of
punishment samplers at Christ’s Hospital School, it is hard not to see the words girls
embroidered as gendered (see fig. 6). While some are obviously gendered—“gossip,” for
instance—others such as “rudeness and disrespect” and “obstinate” take on gendered meaning
when worn by girls, implying that girls should not have strong opinions or ingrained habits that
go against what their teachers desire. Similarly, “idleness” suggests that girls’ hands should
never be still, but should always be working for others.
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Fig. 6, Punishment samplers. Unprocessed collection, Christ’s Hospital Museum, Horsham, West Sussex, England.
Photo by the author.

Like the work involved in samplers, the work of punishment samplers was painstaking
and physical. As Flower argues of samplers, it took girls a while to achieve this perfection, and
often involved unpicking and redoing their stitches several times (Flower 308). For a girl who
was not neat, this process would likely take even longer. Her stitches were unlikely to be good,
and if her materials and tools were not all in their proper place in her workbox, she would
probably spend some time looking for the proper implements before beginning. If her work was
not properly folded, she might not be able to recognize immediately where to begin again; her
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needle might become displaced, or she might lose it. Thus, sewing punishment samplers
endeavored to make girls realize exactly why being untidy made their lives difficult, and aimed
to make them regret that they hadn’t learned their lesson better in the first place through forcing
them to do difficult physical work that strained the eyes, bent the back, and induced hunches. In
this sense, having to embroider a punishment sampler was learning the hard way—the repressive
way. By artificially making the task of sewing even more difficult and painful, punishment
samplers encouraged girls to do things the easy way by doing them right the first time.
On the other hand, there is a certain sadistic aptness in the punishment sampler’s “hard”
quality, as they encouraged girls to view doing things the “hard way” not as an exception to the
rule, but as the job of women, suggesting that nineteenth century educators of young women,
unlike those of young men, might have recognized a place for repressive punishment. Sewing is
hard, and punishment samplers endeavor to teach this lesson not by teaching girls ways to do
better, but by making them sew more and perform more difficult tasks. Punishment samplers
seem to imply that it is girls’ job to sew neatly—even if what is being sewn is not a necessary
item of clothing. In a punishment sampler, the frustrating process of sewing neatly when one is
not good at it and the act of narrating and literalizing one’s own out-of-placeness come together
in the word “slattern” or “untidy,” embroidered on the cloth. In the process of making this craft,
girls slowly and haphazardly produced a (likely still untidy) garment to wear as a sign of their
shameful untidiness. Such samplers also served as identifying markers like Brocklehurst’s
branding of Jane as a liar; they bore words that purported to encapsulate children’s entire
identity, making it easily readable on the surface, and indeed making them into mere surfaces,
erasing or writing over other identifying markers, substituting the pieces of fabric embroidered
with labels, or the untidily folded clothing affixed to them for the girls themselves. Helen’s
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seeking out of disembodied, atemporal spaces then, is an attempt to resist repressive “readings”
of her exterior—an attempt to retain a right to her inner desires and to reject the rewards of
improvement in femininity. It is also resistance to being reduced to material, and an insistence
that she is more than this.

Resistance through Reverie
Helen does not merely omit to keep her work drawer in order however; rather, she seems
to avoid the material and to exist most fully in the non-material, atemporal world, when she is
reading or daydreaming, rather than in physical play, lessons, or (aside from her relationship
with Jane) in relationships. As Marianne Thormählen argues, “the untidiness…which Helen
freely acknowledges as a fault…is fundamentally due to the girl’s living in a world of her own,”
making Miss Scatcherd’s punishment “worse than useless,” as Helen simply cannot help her
untidiness (Thormählen 141). Crucially, Helen’s non-normative experience of time is figured as
a separate place she makes for herself, where she no longer experiences the same physical
sensations as everyone else. During several of Helen and Jane’s meetings, including their first,
Helen is reading Rasselas quietly, and seems bothered by Jane’s questions, which draw her out
of herself (Brontë 60-1). After giving short answers to Jane’s questions, Helen finally tells her “I
have given you enough answers for the present: now I want to read,” and is immediately
interrupted by the “summons for dinner” (61). If she could not tune out such signals, Helen
would continually be subject to these jarring interruptions, and indeed, she does undergo several
of them. After a conversation with Jane, just as Helen’s head is “drooping” indicating that she
“wished to converse with her own thoughts,” Helen’s rest is interrupted loudly by a monitor—a
“great, rough girl” with a “strong Cumberland accent” who threatens to alert Miss Scatcherd of
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Helen’s untidy work (Brontë 70). The intensity of Helen’s somatic experience of inwardness is
conveyed by the imagery here—the loudness and roughness of the girl’s voice contrasting with
the quiet near sleep Helen had been drifting into. Helen frequently drifts into meditative states
like these. She relates that her thoughts “continually rove away; when I should be listening to
Miss Scatcherd, and collecting all she says with assiduity, often I lose the very sound of her
voice; I fall into a sort of dream” (Brontë 67). Helen’s reverie is such that she actually no longer
perceives the voice of her teacher, again seeming to move into another world.
Another aspect of Helen’s reveries is her maintenance of what Miss Scatcherd
denominates as a “hardened” demeanor. This “hardness” consists in her ability to maintain
reverie as a space that allows her to remove herself from unpleasant or abusive circumstances,
asserting her right to inner experience and the (at least inward) indulging her own desires. Elisha
Cohn argues that in Brontë’s works, reverie gives female characters a purely negative space—the
“brevity of a daydream that offers the rewards of rest, and the immeasurable joys of a
subterranean life turned inward with no imaginable future” (Cohn 844). Because women and
girls often can’t find space and time in which to manifest their desires in the physical world and
in real time, reverie provides them with a space and time of their own. This escape from time is
particularly important for girls as their days are not only filled with tasks in the present; rather,
their present (i.e. girlhood) is also subordinated to their future as women, leaving them no time
that is truly their own. Reverie therefore gives a reprieve both from daily tasks and from
demands that one constantly be preparing for womanhood.
Helen’s hardness first surfaces in response to her punishments. When Helen does not
clean her nails, Miss Scatcherd beats her on the neck with a switch in front of the class, but
Helen’s face remains unmoved. Jane reports that “not a feature of her pensive face altered its

100
ordinary expression” (Brontë 84). As such, Miss Scatcherd calls Helen a “hardened girl” and
prophesies that “nothing can correct you of your slatternly habits” (Brontë 65). Helen’s
immovability indicates to Miss Scatcherd a tendency to criminality that suggests Helen will keep
on being slatternly. Importantly, Helen’s lack of expression while being punished—not merely
her lack of tidiness—is part of what makes Miss Scatcherd continue to single out Helen for
punishment, and part of what she wishes to reform about her. If Helen had cried or been visibly
perturbed, Miss Scatcherd would assume that an inner transformation had taken place in her, and
that she had the ability to access and change Helen’s inner experience of reality. Therefore, Miss
Scatcherd reads Helen’s immovability not only as indifference, and as a refusal to accept the
norms of the institution with regard to tidiness, but even more subversively, as her assertion of
her right to an inner life.
Jane’s way of making sense of the scene in which Miss Scatcherd beats Helen with
switches bolsters the view that Helen’s reverie is a response to a gendered expectation.
Attempting to narrate what she believes is going on behind Helen’s hardened exterior, Jane says
that
she looks as if she were thinking of something beyond her punishment—something
beyond her situation: of something not round her nor before her. I have heard of daydreams—is she in a day-dream now? Her eyes are fixed on the floor, but I am sure they
do not see it—her sight seems turned in, gone down into her heart; she is looking at what
she can remember, I believe; not at what is really present. I wonder what sort of a girl she
is—whether good or naughty. (Brontë 62)
Her description of Helen’s actions wanders through negations; Helen is looking at something
“not round her nor before her;” “her eyes are fixed on the floor, but I am sure they do not see

101
it”—struggling to articulate what it is Helen does see. Seeming to grasp at straws, Jane decides
that if she’s not seeing reality, Helen must be recalling the past—revisiting “what she can
remember” by looking inward, into her heart. By cultivating these negative spaces that are purely
within herself, but that seem to refer to unspecified depths of experience, Helen strategically
resists Miss Scatcherd’s attempt to shame her, escaping into the realm of the immaterial and
atemporal within.
Rather than attempt to improve, however, Helen continues her slatternliness in resistance
to this norm. Indeed, she sees it not as a failure to measure up to a norm, but as a difference in
her mind and body that constitutes her oppositionality. Correcting Jane’s good opinion of her,
Helen summarizes her own habits thus: “I am as Miss Scatcherd said, slatternly; I seldom put,
and never keep, things in order; I am careless; I forget rules; I read when I should learn my
lessons; I have no method: and sometimes I say, like you, I cannot bear to be subjected to
systematic arrangements” (Brontë 67). Scholars typically focus on Jane’s interpretation of
Helen’s actions—her amazement at her “doctrine of endurance” and “the forbearance she
expressed for her chastiser” (Brontë 67). However, Helen’s speech when divorced from Jane’s
interpretation seems to indicate defiance rather than endurance. What might at first seem like an
encouragement to Jane to struggle with her sinful pride and anger reads more like a
determination to make Jane a witness to Helen’s own struggle with Miss Scatcherd. Rather than
wearing her “untidy badge” as acknowledgment of a failing, Helen uses the term “slattern” in her
speech to get back her individuality, which is encapsulated in her rejection of systematic
arrangements—a rejection she sees mirrored in Jane.
Helen’s oppositionality is not a reformulation of her right to liberal personhood,
however—that is, to yet another label—but a recognition of the constant state of oppositionality
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within which Lowood school places her. Helen’s negativity here resembles Lee Edelman’s
advocacy for “a constant no in response to the law of the Symbolic” (Edelman 5). Rather than
“translat[ing] the pulsive force of negativity into some determinate stance or position…some
stable and positive form,” Helen rather “abjur[es] fidelity to a futurism that’s always purchased
at [her] expense,” that requires her to either change or not be part of it, continually asserting that
it is the mismatch in personalities between herself and Miss Scatcherd, and Miss Scatcherd’s
refusal to accommodate this mismatch that causes her to be persecuted (Edelman 5). When Jane
questions Helen about her punishment of being beaten with switches, she characterizes Miss
Scatcherd as cruel, while Helen corrects Jane, saying that her own disposition is “very provoking
to Miss Scatcherd, who is naturally neat, punctual, and particular,” again emphasizing the formal
relation of opposition between the two, while putting little to no meaning on it (Brontë 67).
Later, when Jane complains about ill treatment at the hands of her Aunt Reed, Helen again gives
a version of her earlier argument, understanding her persecution as due to a difference in
personality, and saying that Aunt Reed “has been unkind to you, no doubt, because, you see, she
dislikes your cast of character, as Miss Scatcherd does mine” (Brontë 67). By rationalizing her
faults as matters of personality, Helen neutralizes Miss Scatcherd’s attempts to label her in
negative ways with words like “slattern” and “hardened,” and indeed, resists any attempt to make
meaning of the differences in their behavior. While both Helen and Miss Scatcherd see error as a
matter of inherent predisposition, Miss Scatcherd’s language locates the onus of responsibility
for this error in the child, while Helen demonstrates that the lack is not in her but is framed as
such by the educational system she occupies. The force of her negativity thus serves to lay bare
the relations between teacher and (slatternly) student and shows how they constitute each other.
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Making Meaning of Helen’s Death
Importantly, Helen and Jane make sense of Helen’s death in widely differing ways that
show Helen’s identification with negativity, and Jane’s opposing need to make meaning of and
politicize Helen’s death. Helen, not surprisingly, refuses to tell comforting stories about what her
impending death means. While she does believe that death will be a fulfilling experience for her,
she knows that it will not change the harsh reality of the world for non-normative children like
her. Rather, her death only removes her personally from the possibility of more suffering. At her
death, Helen says “I leave no one to regret me much: I have only a father, and he is lately
married, and will not miss me. By dying young, I shall escape great sufferings. I had not qualities
or talents to make my way very well in the world. I should have been continually at fault”
(Brontë 98). Helen’s deathbed speech interestingly juxtaposes two different narrative
justifications for Helen’s death—the language of the beautiful death, with the idea that she must
die because she was too good to live into adult womanhood, and the idea that she was unfit to
live into adulthood, and so escaped greater misery. Helen seems almost to write herself out of the
story here, performing the function of an author who dismisses her creation as unnecessary to the
plot and ancillary to the characters who share the story with her. More profoundly, she
recognizes the lack of value she holds in the order of meaning set up by Lowood school, and
again, lays bare the terms of this system. In Lacanian terms, Helen recognizes that the Signifier
(a role that in her past was filled by the untidy badge and the less physical labels Miss Scatcherd
plastered her with), cannot define her, that as Edelman writes “the signifier only bestows a sort
of promissory identity, one with which we can never fully succeed in coinciding, because we as
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subjects of the signifier, can only be signifiers ourselves” (Edelman 8). Because Helen obviously
defers meaning to a future realm, she believes wholeheartedly that she cannot be completely
understood in this life.
Jane on the other hand, clearly does not succumb to Helen’s realistic negativity, however,
but rather, attempts to politicize Helen’s death for readers by giving her a tombstone, marking
her continued existence in the material world. Jane reports that “Her grave is in Brocklebridge
Churchyard: for fifteen years after her death, it was only covered with a grassy mound; but now a
grey marble tablet marks the spot, inscribed with her name, and the word ‘Resurgam’ (Brontë
210). Jane’s placing of the tombstone again attempts to mark with language the deeper meaning
of their relationship, which cannot be marked. In Edelman’s terms, Jane’s act is political
because, in opposition to the constant negativity of the death drive, she desires to make meaning
of Helen’s death, because she “externaliz[es] [it] and configure[es] [it] in the fictive form of a
narrative” (Edelman 9). In Edelman’s theory, the death drive is opposed to the process of
signification, as it exists beyond meaning. In placing Helen’s tombstone, then, Jane gives a
material form to her desires and to the relationship they had, flying in the face of Helen’s
knowledge that she does not matter in the order of meaning set up by Lowood or have a future as
a woman. In effect, Jane attempts to give Helen a future in the physical world, beyond Helen’s
worlds of resurrection and reverie.
This act is not only about Helen’s identity, however, but also Jane’s own. The syntax of
the sentence in which Jane mentions the tombstone suggests a rushing to an end that Jane has
clearly been waiting for—an action she has clearly longed to perform. This sentence reveals,
then, Jane’s continued longing not only to bear witness to the death of Helen, but to create some
outward sign that would enable public recognition of the wound Helen’s death has been to her,
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and the continued meaning their relationship holds for her, even long after Helen’s death.
However, the sentence obscures as much as it reveals, merely stating in passive voice that her
grave is now marked, rather than explicitly stating who did the marking. For Jane then, it seems
that her relationship with Helen is an unresolved site of pain and meaning which she attempts to
mark and therefore define, but which she ultimately cannot.
Jane’s placing of Helen’s headstone retains a queer valence however, in the fact that it is
Jane’s attempt to represent their affection, and in the narratively disruptive nature of this
affection. In the only episode narrated after her placement of the tombstone, Jane again returns to
the scene of Helen’s death in a reverie at the bedside of her dying Aunt Reed. In this sense, death
is not only queer in its resistance to futurity, but in its non-linear nature, which provides nonheteronormative detours for Jane and the reader that exist alongside the inevitable marriage plot.
As Jane sits at her aunt’s deathbed, she begins to wonder where Aunt Reed’s soul will go, and
“in pondering that great mystery, I thought of Helen Burns, recalled her dying words—her
faith—her doctrine of the equality of disembodied souls” (Brontë 210). Helen here reminds one
of the Christian mystic Julian of Norwich, whose illness brought her closer to God and gave her
the divine revelation of the very mystery that Jane now meditates on and that Helen believed—
the doctrine of universal salvation. Like Helen’s reveries in life, her death as Jane represents it
here takes Jane out of time, as it did for the mystics, and allows her to meditate on great
mysteries free from the constraints of having to attend to the needs of the body. Importantly,
though, Helen becomes the model for Jane and the subject of Jane’s reverie; Jane meditates not
only on Helen’s goodness, but on Helen herself. As Jane continues, it becomes clear that this
reverie functions much as Helen’s reveries did—giving Jane a respite from the material world
and its difficult expectations. Jane reports that
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I was still listening in thought to her [Helen’s] well-remembered tones—still picturing
her pale and spiritual aspect, her wasted face and sublime gaze, as she lay in her placid
death-bed, and whispered her longing to be restored to her divine Father’s bosom—when
a feeble voice murmured from the couch behind. (Brontë 273)
In much the same way that Helen lost track of the sensory world during her reveries, Jane falls
into something of a trance picturing Helen’s face and body, from which she is suddenly awoken
by the voice of Mrs. Reed. This temporality of reverie that is separate from the world of
sensation in the present again affirms the worth of female inner experience, and in this case, of
the value of the female bonds of girlhood, not only as utilitarian “resources” for Jane to turn to,
but as a subject for meditation on mysteries not likely to be solved, and pleasurable reverie with
no ulterior purpose.
While Jane’s temporal detours mirror Helen’s reverie, her continued reverence for Helen,
including her placement of the tombstone, illuminate a tension between the types of queerness in
the novel. While I have focused on Helen’s resistance, Jane’s desire for an idealized version of
Helen is present throughout the novel and presents an important contrast to Helen’s realism in
assessing her own place in the system she inhabits. When Jane is punished by Mr. Brocklehurst,
for instance, Helen passes her, and Jane says it is as if “a martyr, a hero, had passed a slave or
victim, and imparted strength in the transit” (Brontë 80). Similarly, when Jane and Helen are
taken to eat dinner with the kind Miss Temple, Jane is inspired by Helen’s construal of Latin,
exclaiming over her friend’s brilliance and beauty, which she considers to be superior. Jane
speculates that
something in her own unique mind, had roused her powers within her. They woke, they
kindled: first, they glowed in the bright tint of her cheek, which till this hour I had never
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seen but pale and bloodless, then they shown in the liquid lustre of her eyes, which had
suddenly acquired a beauty more singular than that of Miss Temple’s—a beauty neither
of fine colour nor long eyelash, nor penciled brow, but of meaning, of movement, of
radiance. Then her soul sat on her lips, language flowed from what source I cannot tell.
(Brontë 86-7)
In this passage, Jane sees Helen’s mental power as so superior that she struggles to understand
where it comes from. She reaches the conclusion that Helen’s mental powers had been “roused
within her,” however, by looking at her body. There are therefore physical aspects to Jane’s
admiration of Helen, and she understands Helen’s superiority as suffusing her and visible to all.
These lush passages of Jane’s admiration constitute a version of queerness with very different
implications than Helen’s. While Helen’s constant resistance is realistic and refuses to submit to
the demands of the political, Jane’s is one of desire oriented toward its ends, implying that there
can be a future.
Jane’s desire for Helen calls to mind Brontë’s friendship with her closest friend, Ellen
Nussey. Like Jane and Helen’s relationship, their relationship is characterized by idealization.
However, because of the dialogic nature of Brontë and Ellen’s letters, we are able to see that this
was a two-sided dynamic, in which both Brontë and Nussey debased themselves before each
other, asking for moral correction and taking themselves to task for possible offenses given. This
relationship conforms to Sharon Marcus’s conceptualization of the erotic (as distinct from the
sexual) which she argues involve “intensified affect and sensual pleasure, dynamics of looking
and displaying, domination and submission, restraint and eruption, idolization and humiliation”
(Marcus 114). In Brontë and Nussey’s relationship, readers can see an alternate version of the
relationship between Helen and Jane—and one whose eroticism likely informed Brontë’s
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depiction of the two friends, and while it does not solve the tension at the heart of their
relationship, shows what the future Jane imagined might have been like.
Unlike Jane and Helen’s relationship, the relationship between Charlotte Brontë and
Ellen Nussey centered on an indulgence in fancy needlework that Brontë scholars such as
Deborah Wynne and Deborah Lutz have identified as an important part of their relationship. As
Sharon Marcus has established, queer relationships between women in the nineteenth century
were often normative and accepted, rather than resistant or oppositional to society “because they
[the Victorians] believed it [friendship] cultivated the feminine virtues of altruism and sympathy
that made women good helpmates” (Marcus 26). The fact that the two friends loved fancy
needlework, and formed bonds around this kind of work then shows that like the fabrics they
used, the relationship between Brontë and Ellen carried an aura of conventionality in that it was
constitutive of the social fabric, rather than a threat to it. Marcus’s argument shows, insofar as it
demonstrates the ability to express queer affinity through the conventional medium of clothes,
however, that Edelman’s association of queerness with a resistant, persistent negative force
opposed to society might be limited, as the relationship between the two was both queer and
conventionally feminine.
Reducing queerness in Brontë’s work to acceptable female relationships, on the other
hand, risks missing different and more socially-resistant facets of queerness in Brontë’s work.
Lutz, for instance, finds a more gender-bending version of queerness in Brontë’s letters to Ellen,
writing that Brontë “courts [her] as if they were on their way to becoming lovers, using the kind
of language a Victorian man would use in wooing a woman…Their correspondence attests to a
fervent love that included erotic and romantic feelings” (149-150). However, Lutz also admits,
evincing a view that confirms Marcus’s assessment of female friendship “however it might be
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considered in the twentieth or twenty-first century, Charlotte and Ellen’s ardor, though heartfelt
and true, followed conventions of the time. Women were expected to have devoted female
friends” (150). While this view may seem to negate any non-normative edge their queerness
might have held, Marcus also importantly points out that the language of Victorian friendship is
tricky, as “a friend was, first and foremost, an emotional intimate who was not a relative…only
through a discreet by marked rhetoric did Victorians qualify that some “friends” were not
friends, but special friends, life friends, and particular companions” (Marcus 26).
Though Ellen Nussey was not Brontë’s life companion, she could be thought of as a
“special friend” for whom Brontë did develop rhetorics of desire that set her apart in the context
of Brontë’s other relationships. Kathryn Bond Stockton in an analysis of Brontë’s and Ellen’s
letters, characterizes Brontë’s relationship with Ellen as crucial in her articulation of a spiritual
discourse of longing and a fear of partings—both from God and the people she loved—a fear
probably informed by her loss of several other important women in her life (God Between 108).
Importantly, Stockton argues that these partings, for Brontë “comprise the losses…but also the
pleasures of sex and death” (102). Moreover, Stockton argues that it is “spiritual failure that
occasions (blessedly?) the homoerotic relation with Ellen that Brontë imagines might spiritually
heal her, as if she might find God between their lips” (108). In Stockton’s view, the relationship
between Brontë and Ellen is intensified and sustained by Brontë’s constant feelings of longing
for and separation from all that is good—a good she finds embodied in Ellen. Brontë’s desire is
often, then, expressed in terms of asymmetry—in compliments lavished on Ellen and epithets
thrown at herself. She calls Ellen, for instance, “pure…unassuming and benevolent in thought
and deed” and asks “What am I compared to you[?] I feel my own utter worthlessness when I
make the comparison. I’m a very coarse commonplace wretch” (To Ellen Nussey.” ? October
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1836, 6). Just as Jane believes her own talents and goodness to be far inferior to Helen’s, using
imagery of light and divinity, Brontë imagines Ellen to be not only higher than herself, but
unblemished and perfect, where she characterizes herself as miserable in her lowness, as a
supplicant to God or a priest. When Ellen asks Brontë to catalogue her faults, Brontë responds by
requesting that Ellen “imagine me doing so, and then consider what epithets you would bestow
on me—Conceited, Dogmatical, Hypocritical little humbug, I should imagine would be the
mildest” (“To Ellen Nussey.” 4 July 1834, 4). Brontë then, doesn’t only imagine her own
worthlessness, but seems to engage in a kind of playful masochism as she imagines Ellen’s
debasement of her. This exchange also reveals however that Ellen deferred to Brontë as well,
asking for advice and moral correction. Brontë’s response then, could be seen as exposing Ellen
in her masochistic ploy for attention. Moreover, in refusing to comply with Ellen’s request and
even doing the opposite of it, she debases herself to the lower position in their friendship instead
of accepting Ellen’s assessment that she is in the lower position, and therefore requires
correction.
While it’s easy to focus on Brontë’s self-deprecation, it is important to understand that
this is in part, a game that both women played, and which had subtle rules. The back and forth
exhibited in their vying for the lower position in the friendship can also be seen in their exchange
of gifts. Brontë complains of Ellen’s gifts—including a bonnet—that “the load of obligation
under which you lay me is positively unbearable,” while Ellen expresses a playful concern that
Brontë might swear at the postman when receiving her letter—ostensibly because of the expense
of paying for it (“To Ellen Nussey.” 4 July 1834, 4). Meanwhile, Brontë’s perception of her own
need and Ellen’s self-sufficiency also causes her to exhibit passive aggressive hostility toward
Ellen, reproaching her for trifles such as a lock of hair or an overdue letter. Again, she takes the
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opportunity of not receiving hair from Ellen to read into her omission negative feelings toward
herself—as she says that while she would not “begrudge double postage to obtain” Ellen’s hair,
she “must beg the same excuse for not sending you any” (“To Ellen Nussey.” 21 July 1832, 4).
Brontë clearly takes a kind of pleasure not only in reading into Ellen’s feelings about herself, but
in the opportunity of gaining control over the way she is framed in Ellen’s eyes, asserting that
Ellen would not want to pay for the hair in advance of sending it to her. In this strange economic
situation, a gift is unbearable because its value cannot possibly be repaid, but an omission is
paradoxically valuable because it becomes an opportunity to withhold something. It is hard not
to see the similarity between Brontë and Jane Eyre here, who “to gain some true affection from
you [Helen]” would “willingly submit to have the bone of my arm broken, or to let a bull toss
me, or to stand behind a kicking horse, and let it dash its hoof at my chest” (Brontë, 82). Like
Brontë, Jane believes that her debt to Helen for her love would essentially be unpayable, except
in flesh, an offering of her own broken body. Again, however, she would gladly give it, showing
that these unpayable debts might also represent opportunities for masochistic pleasure. While
Jane’s narration allows the reader no option but to believe Helen as good as Jane says she is, the
two-sided nature of the relationship between the Brontë and Ellen gives a more realistic version
of what such an erotic relationship would look like in real life, and suggests a model for Brontë’s
depiction of Jane and Helen.
As befits the author of the time-defying relationship between Helen Burns and Jane Eyre,
Brontë is also taken with the ways that love defies death and time, persisting far past partings,
and even the death of the beloved. While teaching at Roe Head school, which Brontë despised
for the isolation and loneliness that defined her experience there, Brontë writes that “at such
times, in such moods as these, Ellen, it is my nature to seek repose in some calm, tranquil idea
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and I have now summoned up your image to give me rest” (To Ellen Nussey.” ? October 1836,
6). She continues, describing Ellen in detail thus:
There you sit upright and still in your black dress and white scarf—your pale, marble-like
face—looking so serene and kind—just like reality…if we should be separated, if it
should be our lot to live at a great distance and never see each other again in old age how
I should call up the memory of my youthful days and what a melancholy pleasure I
should feel in dwelling on my Early Friend Ellen Nussey! (“To Ellen Nussey.” ? October
1836, 6)
Like the resistant reveries engaged in by both Helen and Jane, Brontë dwells on the thought of
Ellen as an escape from reality, as a means of resistance to what is expected of her in her position
as a teacher. Part of the “melancholy pleasure” Brontë feels here is in an act of imaginative
abstraction. From her real friend, Ellen Nussey, Brontë creates the image of “my Early Friend
Ellen Nussey.” She delights in imagining herself as an old woman looking back on her youthful
friendship. However, as the parting she imagines is purely speculative, she prematurely cuts off
their relationship in her mind, and imagines it as defined by youth. While their relationship did
have a future, Brontë seems to have taken pleasure in imagining that it did not—that like her
relationship with her beloved sister, Maria, her relationship with Ellen Nussey was doomed, but
would remain evergreen in her mind.
While defined and sustained by traditionally feminine textiles then, Brontë’s relationship
with Ellen partook of the same queer temporal detours indulged in by first Helen, and then Jane,
in her reveries focused on Helen. Brontë also calls up Ellen’s face vividly so that she may use it
to serve as an impetus toward imagined future longing. Similarly, Jane’s placement of Helen’s
tombstone and her reverie at the deathbed of her Aunt Reed both instantiate partial versions of
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Helen that fail to capture her complexity—leaving out such aspects as her untidiness. Helen’s
queerness sits on the surface of the text, like an untidily folded article pinned to its pages, but
Jane’s tombstone ultimately both commemorates and simplifies Helen. In the word “Resurgam”
etched on the stone, Jane reveals that Helen continues to carry meaning in her life far beyond
Jane’s own marriage. However, this word makes resurrection the meaning of Helen’s life—quite
a different reaction to the possibility of death than Helen’s resistant recognition that there is no
place for her at Lowood, or the pleasure in longing and debasement that structured Brontë’s
relationship with Ellen Nussey. Perhaps readers have for so long ignored the detours Helen
occasions in the plot, and Helen’s resistance then, because unlike Jane’s tombstone it is anything
but tidy, and denies the possibility of a future—of rising again.
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Chapter 3: “Something More than Invisible”: Care as Agency in Girls’ Periodicals
To our young lady friends who tire of their crocheting, crazy-quilts and similar occupations we wish
to advocate the cause of amateurdom as something new, momentarily novel, and always
satisfactory. Young ladies always receive a kind, welcome, chivalrous treatment and all the
assistance they will accept. (“The Violet,” Dec. 1882, 8)

Fig. 7, “Viola F. Swift, Cincinnati, Ohio. 1885.” Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 59, Fossil photographs, 1870s-1899. Photo by the author.
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This quote from the first issue of the amateur newspaper, The Violet, edited by Zelda
Arlington (the pen-name of Viola Swift), which she edited from 1882-1887 (see fig. 7), represents
a microcosm of young women’s interest and concerns in the burgeoning world of amateur
newspaper editing in the second half of the nineteenth century. Amateur editing represented to
girls an alternative pastime to traditionally female handicrafts and sewing such as those engaged
in by Nancy Reece, Christeen Baker, and Helen Burns in chapters 1 and 2—an opportunity of
aligning themselves with the New Woman and the progress toward education and empowerment
she represented, as well as an opportunity to engage in a serious occupation. In contrast to the
“crocheting, crazy quilts and similar occupations” that Arlington summarily writes off at the
beginning of this quote, amateur editing is “something new, momentarily novel, and always
satisfactory” (The Violet, December 1882-January 1883, 10).20 While the needlework engaged in
by young people in the first two chapters of Crafting Girlhoods shows the importance of analyzing
children’s engagement in formulaic tasks, the last two chapters analyze the practice of amateur
writing and editing, which young people always undertook willingly as an extracurricular activity.
While both activities can be thought of as technologies for developing literacy, the skills of literary
and critical writing and editing that amateur journalism developed were more related to success in
the professions than sewing and encouraged creativity and skill, rather than mechanical perfection.
On the other hand, amateur journalism was not utopia, but rather, was a haven for both
white supremacy and misogyny. Amateur journalism as an institution attempted to (and sometimes
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I located the papers I cite here through research at the American Antiquarian Society (The Violet, The Mirror,
Aftermath) and the University of Wisconsin’s Memorial Library (Nettle, Ink Drops). Page numbers for periodicals
count each cover (front and back) as two pages, where applicable. The covers of The Violet were stapled on after
printing, meaning that they were not part of the print signature, and page numbers are not always divisible by four.
Page numbers are not included on most amateur journals, so if looking to locate a feature I cite here, it would be
necessary to visit the American Antiquarian Society or Memorial Library and count the pages. The page numbers I
have given represent the number of pages from the beginning of each issue, rather than the individual feature being
discussed. Occasionally, Arlington created longer or special issues of The Violet, so page numbers above the usual
number are from such issues.
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did) exclude members based on gender and race. This quote prefigures Arlington’s main concern
with the organization and that of many female amateurs who participated—the condescension they
suffered from their fellow amateur journalists who were male. While young women were at the
very beginning of their efforts for recognition within the larger world of amateur printing when
Arlington began writing in 1882, they would later use the telltale word “chivalry,” in their
publications to highlight and call attention to the condescension of young men. Meanwhile the
phrase “all the assistance they will accept” suggests that already they were bristling at male
amateurs’ obtrusive attempts to aid them in their work. The next two chapters will deal with first,
young white women’s attempts to create supportive networks for each other (chapter 3), and then,
young Black men and women’s care for bringing attention to each other’s work (chapter 4). While
amateur journalism worked actively to exclude young white women and young Black men and
women, these chapters will analyze the ways in which care networks could be a form of resistance
to exclusion, tokenization, and harassment.
In this chapter, I attend to amateur newspapers made by a specific community of white
girls and young women who were part of little-known groups of children and young people who
printed amateur newspapers in the second half of the nineteenth century in America. The papers I
cite here are located in the Amateur Newspapers collection at the American Antiquarian Society
and the Library of Amateur Journalism at the University of Wisconsin’s Memorial Library,
where I did research for several weeks. While children and young adults (from the ages of eight
to 25) had engaged in forms of amateur journalism throughout the nineteenth century, the
invention of a cheap novelty printing press, along with changes in postage that made it easy for
amateur printers to exchange “bundles” of papers more cheaply through the mail, resulted in the
development of national networks that allowed boys and girls to create a cohesive community of
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young people and their publications (called Amateurdom, or the ‘Dom, for short). This group
was self-contained, as it involved not only extensive virtual contact through newspapers and
letters they wrote each other, but in-person contact at local, regional and national conventions.
For white female amateur journalists approaching young adulthood, participation in
amateur journalism should be seen as a way of extending girlhood—a time of pleasure and work
that ostensibly would have otherwise ended when they assumed domestic duties as wives and/or
professional identities. Scholars of amateur journalism have demonstrated that the amateur
community evolved in part as a reaction to the definition of white, middle-class adolescence as a
state of leisure that came about in the 1870s. It has not been acknowledged, however, that this
definition is specific to white male amateurs, and that white women, and young men and women
of color, who each had different relationships to the middle class and professionalism, likely had
their own reasons for participating in amateur journalism.21 According to Paula Petrik, the rise of
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In addition to the young white women whose papers I analyze here, at least two young Black men, Herbert Clark
and Benjamin Pelham, also participated in and thrived in amateur journalism. Paula Petrik documents how amateur
journalism was both a haven for white supremacy as well as misogyny and a place where exclusionary ideas could
be openly challenged—where young people could “shape the ideology of their own generation, especially ideas
regarding race and gender” (125). Petrik also documents how Clark and Pelham effectively countered the attacks
they received both by reminding amateurs of their own claims to literary achievement and hard work and by
conceiving of African Americans as a class of individuals with rights—including the right to belong to the National
printing organization and circulate their papers (133-4). Unlike the white women whose work I discuss here, Clark
and Pelham quickly progressed from amateur to professional publication and embraced their identities as free adult
men, with Clark editing the Searchlight, the first African American paper in the Oklahoma territory, and Pelham
editing the Plaindealer, which was a voice advocating for African American organizing (Petrik 141).Until now,
there were no known young Black female amateurs, and they are entirely absent from the secondary records
documenting the movement. However, in an article for the magazine Ink Drops, located at the University of
Wisconsin’s Memorial Library, Clark does mention that two of his sisters, Ernestine and Consuelo Clark, wrote for
his paper, Le Bijou (“A Drop of Black Ink,” Jun. 1904, 107). While I have not yet been able to trace any of
Ernestine’s work, the fourth chapter of my dissertation deals with Consuelo’s column, “Consuelo’s Corner.” Though
I have only a small selection of Consuelo’s work to base my conclusions on, this selection suggests that her
strategies of self-presentation and advocacy were different and more subtle from those of the young white women I
have studied thus far. Rather than strongly criticizing young men who make misogynistic comments, Consuelo
never refers to her gender or race and frequently uses the editorial “we,” suggesting that she wished to present
herself as an authoritative but disembodied, universal subject. She may have espoused such a tactic due to a desire to
avoid the racism she saw her brother encounter. Though Consuelo’s paper shows her awareness of the Cincinnati
amateur community, it seems that she was for the most part, excluded from the mostly white journalist communities
in the area and the larger community of white female amateurs. For Consuelo as for her brother, amateur journalism
seems to have served as a short-lived springboard to the professions. According to Nikki Taylor, she went on to
become a doctor, graduating with an M.D. from Boston University and becoming the first African American woman
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the middle class came with an assumption that many boys would enter the professions on
reaching adulthood, increasing an emphasis both on preparing for the professions and on forms
of leisure that they could occupy themselves with when not studying or working (Petrik 127).
Similarly, Karen Sánchez-Eppler positions younger boys’ creation of amateur papers within the
context of “playing at class.” Many middle-class male amateur journalists imagined themselves
as channeling the working-class figure of the newsboy, whom they believed to be enterprising,
self-made, and free (155-56). Young men experienced amateur journalism, then, as a realm free
of the professional anxieties accompanying impending adulthood.
For amateur journalists who were female, however, entry into the professions, which
made leisure seem necessary for young men, might not be part of the plan or was delayed until
after marriage. For these young women, amateur journalism provided not play, but the
opportunity to prepare for a life of professional journalism or to occupy themselves with an
enriching activity that allowed them to develop identities beyond that of potential wife. As Jane
Hunter documents, the transition to womanhood could be jarring for women, as “When school
ended and girls went home,…they [were expected] to surrender their identities as ‘mere school
girls,’ and prepare to assume their status as ‘true women’ in the drama of life” (6). Insofar as true
womanhood meant service to others, young women’s extended participation in amateur
journalism can be seen as a desire to sustain one’s identity as a girl rather than a woman. This

licensed to practice medicine in Ohio (The Radical Life 74). Though her amateur journalism has been up till this
point unknown, she often shows up in sources related to her father, Peter Humphries Clark, who was a prominent
African American socialist teacher, activist, and speaker in Cincinnati. For more background on Consuelo (later
Consuelo Clark-Stewart) and the prominent African American family she was part of, see Nikki Taylor’s biography,
America’s First Black Socialist: The Radical Life of Peter H. Clark, which documents the life of Consuelo’s father,
and the website, Colored Conventions Project, which concerns the 1858 Convention of the Colored Men of Ohio,
Peter Clark’s role, and the cultural environment in which it took place. The degree to which African American
women’s amateur journalism has been hidden—due in large part to their exclusion from amateur spaces and later
archives—makes finding and researching their presence in amateur journalism extremely difficult. However, it is by
no means certain that more African American women did not participate, and this is an avenue of research I am
committed to pursuing in the future.
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extension of girlhood also allowed older amateurs such as Arlington (who was already a married
young adult when she began editing) to help younger amateurs without condescending to them or
calling attention to their youth—and indeed, often without either party being aware of the other’s
age. Rather, Arlington based her extension of mentorship and networking to girls and young
women based on their shared gender identity.
In attending to examining the way in which young white female amateurs navigated
oppression by sharing responsibility and effort amongst themselves as equals, I am departing from
an analysis of power as it is shared between adults and young people—usually the terms in which
both scholars of amateur journalism and children’s literature discuss young people’s agency. For
instance, Victoria Ford Smith, in her examination of Robert Louis Stevenson and his stepson Lloyd
Osbourne’s amateur journalism, focuses on the sharing of authorial agency between Stevenson
and Osbourne, and adults’ and children’s battle for power within the larger organization of amateur
journalism, which was precipitated by the aging of the first generation of journalists in the 1880s
(98-99). Meanwhile, though Petrik does analyze gender within amateur journalism, she focuses
more on girls’ oppression than on how they triumphed over it by distributing agency and
responsibility evenly amongst themselves. Petrik documents, for instance, some of the boys’
attempts to put girls in their places —Arlington’s receipt of inappropriate “spoony” letters from
boys, for example, and one male amateur’s characterization of Eva Britton as a “small bit of female
vanity” (137). Again, however, my purpose is to take a closer look at the strategies girls devised
that allowed them to participate in amateur journalism—namely, strategies of care and communitybuilding.
Analyzing amateur journalism communities, then, complicates approaches to children’s
agency both first, because we do not always know who in a community is older and younger—
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that is, we do not know how to make sense of female relationships in terms of age within this
community, and second, because young women continued to think of themselves as “girls” long
beyond adolescence—showing that they did not conceive of themselves as “older” and
“younger” women either, but as a group of female amateurs undifferentiated by age. Gubar’s
kinship model of childhood, which “maintain[s] that children and adults are fundamentally akin
to one another, even if certain differences or deficiencies routinely attend certain parts of the
aging process” is helpful in that it seeks both to serve as a heuristic for the types of relationships
children and adults can engage in (often helpful and collaborative, rather than always
competitive or oppressive), and the type of agency children can have in relation to adults
(roughly the same in kind, though different in degree) (Gubar 299). Within amateur
communities, however, agency is relational, not merely in the sense that it is shared between
adults, adolescents, and children in the amateur community, but in the sense that the agency to
produce one’s own paper as a female journalist depended upon the efforts of a group of female
amateurs (both past and present) whose ages varied widely and often, may not have been known
either when they produced papers or today. In addition, young women’s continued experience of
themselves as girls within the organization reminds us that their agency cannot be understood
wholly in terms of age, but must be evaluated situationally—in this case, not by comparing them
to adults, but to the young men with whom they both competed and collaborated. The existence
of these complex gender and age dynamics makes any discussion of child and adult
cooperation—a common mode of analyzing children’s productions that has been spearheaded by
Gubar and others—(as though they were separate groups whose interactions could be clearly
mapped) difficult.
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In this chapter, I will examine the ways in which young women depended on each other
in order to create the communities they needed to resist misogyny in their journalistic
organizations. I argue that feminist ethics of care theory can enrich kinship theory by expanding
its focus beyond a concept of agency shared between young people and adults to an analysis of
agency within supportive groups of women who conceive of themselves as “young” or as “girls.”
It is this conception of who gets to count as a “girl” that allowed young women to create what
care theorist Eva Feder Kittay calls a doulia. The primary characteristics of Kittay’s concept that
I wish to highlight here are its insistence that “what goes around comes around” (133). This
phrase suggests that even distribution of effort and responsibility are necessary and desirable in
caring relationships between those who define themselves as equals (i.e. the effect of the
common designation “girl”), and yet reminds us that the temporality of this effort or the direction
it comes from might be flexible and difficult to ascertain beforehand, and therefore, difficult to
count on. I will first attend to the anti-misogynistic communities young women formed in
response to the harassment they faced from boys in their organization, and then, I will turn to the
question of who made these communities possible—who performed the labor of caring, and what
methods they used. This will allow me to assess the ethical nature of these communities and the
challenges to equity young women faced even within the safe spaces they created. Finally, I will
analyze the ways in which the “fossils” debate of the 1880s about the inclusion of older amateurs
into the organization can be seen as gendered in that it disproportionately excluded women, who
often had care duties that took them away from amateur journalism and more frequently
experienced chronic illnesses that made their participation irregular. Additionally, I will show
how young women countered the ageist and ableist assumptions of the term “fossil” with
alternate, more positive metaphors for the seasonal and sometimes irregular temporality and
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nature of their participation in amateur journalism. Theorization of such girls’ communities via
care theory is crucial because the goals the communities aimed to accomplish—the elimination
of misogyny and ageism, the recognition of the body and the importance of paying attention to
the temporalities it dictates, and the equitable sharing of labor—could function as models for
adults.

Chivalry vs. Care: Competing Models of Amateurdom
Girls’ roles as editors allowed them to use their papers as public spaces to debate and
theorize the nature of boys’ anger and its source in the increased presence of girls in the public
sphere of Amateurdom. Amongst the most prominent of scandals relating to female amateurs’
increased public presence was the infamous case of what female amateur Zebbie Hunt dubbed
the “spoony” letters, received by Zelda Arlington, who produced The Violet from 1882-1887.
Arlington, whose real name was Viola Swift probably initially learned about and became
involved with amateur journalism because it was a passion of her husband, “Doc” Edwin Booth
Swift, whom she married in 1881 when he was twenty-two and she was twenty-three. Swift was
well-known in Amateurdom as the publisher of Hyperion (1877-1890), Lux Luminum (1880-),
and Swift’s Weekly (1906-). Arlington’s profession, dentistry, which she practiced from 1890 to
at least 1903, was also Swift’s. In both the realm of amateur journalism and realm of dentistry,
Arlington likely made her first connections via her husband. Her incursion into these realms
represents a possibility that was not available to women earlier, as even amateur journalism was
a realm where women were intensely bullied and their competence was constantly doubted.
Additionally, dentistry which had not yet professionalized was open to Arlington because she
could apprentice with her husband, though she would not have likely been allowed to get a
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degree, as he did. It was likely Arlington’s proximity to her husband’s privilege, then, that
allowed her to pave the way for others female amateur journalists. Arlington continued to edit
papers for a time even after her foray into professional dentistry, going on to edit Gold Foil and
The Nettle, in 1890 and 1891 respectively.
Though Arlington herself soon disappeared from the annals of amateur journalism after
this, I focus on her work because of the important role The Violet played in creating a community
for young women. Additionally, Arlington herself played an important role in recruiting women
via this paper and representing young women via the Young Women’s Amateur Press
Association, which she founded in 1885, and of which she was president during its one-year
existence. Arlington also played an important symbolic role in amateur journalism as the wellknown “spoony letters” scandal made her into a celebrity known for her resistance to the
sexualization of women’s presence within amateur journalism. In this prominent scandal,
Arlington famously received romantic letters from fellow male amateur journalists who
apparently assumed she was single, and who subsequently blackballed her paper and maligned
her for withholding information when she told them she was married. Editor of The Mirror,
Zebbie Hunt, uses the incident of the letters to make a larger denunciation of “The custom of
assailing an amateur’s private life or rather alluding to the happenings of a particular one” which
she finds “disgusting and ungentlemanly in the extreme” (Hunt 3). In referring to the event she
characterizes it as a time
when some amateurs who perhaps had written the famous Zelda Arlington some letters
which would come under the category of spoony, were giving vent to their spleen by
writing in all sorts of ungentlemanly manners about her. What if she were married? That
was HER business, not yours. (Hunt 3)
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Hunt intelligently puts her finger on the error that young men committed in harassing
Arlington—bringing her private life into visibility in the public arena of their papers. In
identifying their “spleen,” Hunt also emphasizes that the young men were peeved because they
erroneously believed they had a right to know Arlington’s business. In response to her
condemnation following the “spoony” letters, Arlington herself wrote
Amateurs know our opinion of private quarrelling. It has a bad influence and does not
improve the opinion of outsiders…Let it suffice when we say that we did not care to publish
the fact that we were or were not married, so long as we were interested in and working for
the cause. Our aim has been to secure lady recruits and add the influence of their presence
and refinement to the world of papers, thus bringing up another step the standard of amateur
Journalism. Although we are married we will work with as much interest as any one; the
Violet will be published as regularly and steadily as heretofore and communications must
be addressed as usual. (“The Violet,” Jun. 1885, 17)
Arlington powerfully codes private quarreling as a male pastime, while reminding readers that she
sees the advancement of female amateur journalists as her cause. Arlington shows here that the
advancement of amateur journalism depends on women’s participation—that is, it depends on the
creation of a more inclusive, civil environment free from “private quarreling” that is welcoming
to women. Moreover, by asserting that her marriage has nothing to do with her ability to produce
a paper or work for the cause of amateur journalism, Arlington illustrates that readers only felt
entitled to this personal information because she was female, and that this information should not
be public knowledge unless she wishes it to be. In this way, Arlington and Hunt reveal the
exclusionary masculinity of amateur spaces and distinguish Arlington’s public journalism from a
status as a “public woman.” In the nineteenth century, women’s maintenance of proper borders
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around their interiority and boundaries about with whom they engaged was a sign of women’s
virtue. Additionally, the public sphere—whether the literal one of the city streets or the virtual one
of printed publications—was considered by men to be their domain—within which, if women
trespassed, their bodies or virtual presence are seen as not only inappropriate, but impossible.
Because young men could not see young women’s presence as women as legitimate, they were
forced either to deny their femininity (by pretending not to “see” gender) or their status as
journalists, by perceiving women journalists only as potential mates or lovers.
Another important space in which girls’ presence was gendered and sexualized was the
1885 Boston convention of the National Amateur Printers Association, the premier national
amateur printing organization of the United States. Their presence was particularly fraught
because, while prior to 1885, conventions were almost entirely male spaces, the 1885 convention
was where girls first agitated for the right to hold offices and become dues-paying members of
the organization. There is no better place to access these convention reports than in the girls’
papers themselves, which functioned as a virtual space for girls to theorize how convention
spaces operated. In their papers, girls showed how bringing young women and men into close
contact exposed young men’s often deeply troubling ideas about their female colleagues. Once
these ideas were brought into public, girls were able to use their papers to critique them. Most
overtly, the girls criticized boys for what they termed their chivalrous treatment, which while it
claimed to be rooted in a deferential respect for female amateurs, also denied them a political
voice in the organization. Of the decision to admit girls as non-voting members of the NAPA,
Zelda Arlington says: “We thank the gentlemen of the convention for the kindness and gallantry
that prompted them to the act, but we would ask a greater compliment—let us be received on
equal terms with yourself; let us feel that we have a right to vote (“Editorial,” Oct. 1885, 12).
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Intertwined in this critique of political silencing is a critique of interpersonal dynamics between
young men and women. Boys’ comments at this time made it glaringly obvious that girls’ lack of
political influence stemmed not just from a lack of rights within the organization, but from boys’
inability to perceive women as women, and also as fellow amateurs who could inhabit the same
professional space.
One glaring instance of this inability to see women as potential amateurs is registered in
the controversy in which Miss J.M. Brown, a non-member, was thrown out of the convention
hall of the Empire State APA based on the belief that she was not an amateur. Edward Guild
Wycoff, a member of a faction called the “Radicals,” writes an open letter, which Zelda
Arlington published in her magazine stating his point of view. Wycoff writes that their faction
had “decided not to admit anyone to the room who was not a member of the association,” as they
believed a faction called the “Invincibles” intended to illicitly bring non-members there to
influence the election (“An Open Letter,” Feb. 1886, 15). According to Wycoff,
the first arrival who was a non-member was Miss J.M. Brown…[who, when] asked if she
was a member of the association, replied that she was not, but came at the invitation of
the President, Mr. Pinckney. I then informed Miss Brown of the action we had taken in
regard to the admittance of outsiders and that, at any rate, it was the height of imprudence
for the President to invite her to come to the convention, as Judd Russell had threatened
to tell a story there to which no lady would care to listen. ( “An Open Letter,” Feb. 1886,
15)
Wycoff’s explanation that Miss Brown was not a member, and therefore, that their
refusal was not on account of her sex skirts the fact that she was only assumed to be a nonmember because of her sex. Wycoff’s inability to see a woman as an amateur shows that even
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when women were infiltrating the ranks as editors quite frequently, they were still seen as
resolutely out of place at an amateur convention. The fact that Miss Brown was refused
admittance because she would ostensibly not like to hear Judd Russell’s speech also shows the
degree to which amateur space was still an aggressively homosocial male space. In using Miss
Brown to make a point, Wycoff dehumanizes her; the delicacy he attributes to her may make her
capable of providing a good moral check on her fellow amateurs, but it also makes her in
essence, the opposite of an amateur (i.e. the kind of person who could not stomach the personal
attacks that occur in Amateurdom). The nature of the story Russell was planning on telling in the
meeting is also of interest—though ultimately unknown. Wycoff’s reference to “a story to which
no lady would care to listen” leaves its exact nature ambiguous. Does this refer to a personal
attack on Wycoff’s paper or slander on his reputation? Was the content only ungentlemanly in its
ad hominem nature, or was it truly enough to scandalize a lady? At any rate, it confirms the
aggressive, exclusionary homosociality of amateur spaces. This belief that such an environment
is not only what male amateurs are entitled to, but also a normal journalistic environment that
naturally excludes young women by virtue of their inability to take part, again shores up the
logic of individualism and competition that are central to the patriarchal ethics that female
amateurs opposed.
Girls’ responses to chivalry can therefore be seen in the light of establishing spaces that
are premised on relations between caring equals, rather than insincerely inclusive (i.e.
chivalrous) or inclusive only if girls agree to sustain assaults and language that they would have
found offensive. In her response to Wycoff’s letter, Arlington creates a caring space for herself
and her fellow female amateurs by practicing not what might be seen as the usual actions of
bodily care, which are often gendered feminine, but by attending to the injustices that govern
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their relationships to boys and each other. “It is not very many months,” she writes, since
amateurdom’s most prominent lady was refused admittance in the Empire State Association
because some ungentlemanly attacks were to be made. Why was she not admitted and thus
prevent these attacks? (“Editorial,” Apr. 1886, 14). Arlington’s use of the rhetoric of
complementarity in her response may allow her to appeal to male amateurs of Frye’s stamp.
However, on a more profound level, her statement points out the illogic of Wycoff’s argument,
printed in her previous issue. She shows that it makes no sense to refuse a woman admittance
based on her aversion to the harsh ad hominem arguments that many had long considered the
bane of Amateurdom. Arlington’s response points out that it is amateurs like Russell who are the
problem, but also amateurs like Wycoff who protect, albeit indirectly, their rivals’ right to use
language that would offend ladies. She continues her critique saying that “Amateurdom has at
last decided to accept ladies for their worth; we feel that we are given place beside the gentlemen
because we have worked for and earned it. Our papers are among the best and most regular, our
articles are sure to take one or more of the laureate awards” (“Editorial,” Apr. 1886, 14). Though
young women may not feel “included” in amateur journalism, Arlington shows that they are in
fact already a part of it to the degree to which their work is published, and they are participating
as editors. By affirming that girls’ right to recognition should be premised on nothing more than
their presence and competence, Arlington demonstrates her care for the young women whom she
represents and insofar as her interests are theirs also, performs a powerful act of self-care.

Young Women’s Papers as Communities of Care
While male-dominated journals and convention spaces nurtured exclusionary
masculinity, girls created their own spaces in the form of female-edited journals and “corners”
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within other publications. Such spaces were safe for girls not only in that they allowed them to
respond to backlash against their presence in Amateurdom, but also in that they allowed them to
build a group identity that had nothing to do with the brand of masculinity that boys tried to pass
off as the inherent character of amateur space—a nurturing space of friendship, mentorship, and
collective effort. Moreover, Arlington aimed to create a community that shared responsibility—
one that she hoped would survive even if she herself could no longer participate. In this way,
Arlington provides a useful way of extending ethics of care theories to think beyond the concern
of care ethicists such as Nel Noddings for exhaustion in the carer-cared for dyad, to theorize how
caring organizations and groups can encourage the more even distribution of caring labor.
In contrast to philosophers who approach ethics from the standpoint of moral judgment
and moral reasoning, Noddings argues that women often work through ethical problems less
formally, from the position of “one-caring” in an attempt to “capture conceptually a feminine—
or simply an alternative—approach to matters of morality” (8).22 Focusing on the mother as the
model of a carer, Noddings defines care as a state of engrossment, or a “displacement of interest
from my own reality to the reality of the other" (14). Her conceptualization of the caring state is
therefore subjectively determined: it is “caring from the inside,” rather than as determined by a
third party. Noddings does not, however, place the entire burden of care on the individual carer.
Rather, she conceives of care as relational in the sense that the “one-caring is also oddly
dependent on the cared-for,” who must complete the care relationship by acknowledging the care
they have received, keeping the one-caring from becoming bitter and begrudging in her care
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While Noddings’ interest in documenting feminine ways of caring could be seen as essentialist, she responds to
and clarifies her use of the word “feminine” in the preface to the 2013 edition of Caring. “In using it [the word
“feminine”],” she writes, “I wanted to acknowledge the roots of caring in women’s experience” (xiii). However, she
also acknowledges that “the connotations of ‘feminine’ are off-putting, and do not capture what I intended to convey
(xiii). She clarifies that “Relational is a better word” (xiii), and acknowledges that men can also participate in a
caring ethic (xxiv).
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(48). Noddings recognizes the immense difficulty of sustaining caring and theorizes the carer’s
experience of “constancy, reciprocation, guilt, and the limits of caring” (9), but her goal is
ultimately to sustain caring, even at times when she addresses exhaustion as a problem for the
carer, and her concern with such exhaustion is on how the individual carer can ameliorate it or
prevent it.23
In contrast, the amateur journalists I discuss here theorize how caring organizations and
groups could encourage the more even distribution of caring labor. Noddings’s approach is
valuable for my analysis insofar as it honors the experience of the individual carer and identifies
the bitterness that carers can experience in unequal relationships. However, Noddings’s theory is
more appropriate for relationships within which we cannot expect mutual effort and
accountability to exist due to the inherent dependence of one party on the other and/or the power
one party holds over another (i.e., teaching and parenting). In contrast, organizational dynamics
between parties who all have an equal stake in the organization and an equal ability to participate
should ideally be equal in effort and accountability. The case of the Young Women’s Amateur
Press Association is one in which such even distribution was sorely needed. When Arlington
founded the organization, she did so to represent girls who had no representation within the
national association, and who needed a space within which they could feel that their concerns
were heard and their work was recognized for its worth. What began as a voluntary labor of love
for Arlington, however, eventually became involuntary, as she eventually grew bitter at doing
much of the labor and was unable to continue when her health took a turn for the worse.

23

In her 2003 preface, Noddings clarifies why her focus is primarily on dyadic, unequal relationships. “In equal
relations,” she writes,
we do expect that under appropriate conditions, the parties will change places as carer and cared-for. The
world is not divided into carers and cared-fors as separate and permanent classes…However, many
relations are not equal or symmetric, and it is in analyzing unequal relations that we see the special
contribution of the cared-for. (xxi)
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Rather than drawing on Noddings, then, I will draw on the care theory of Eva Feder
Kittay, who provides a way of dealing with the uneven distribution of labor not just between two
individuals—the cared-for and the one-caring—but amongst the members of a group, and
provides a model for ensuring that all the members of a group are cared for continuously.
Kittay’s concept of doulia, which follows, provides an ethic of care that imagines reciprocity as
the basis for group participation. “We are each implicated,” she argues
in a set of dependency relations at some point in our lives…. We may reciprocate the
caring we received by ourselves by caring for the same person…. We may also
reciprocate by assuring care for another individual who must depend on us in the way we
depended on another. The circles of reciprocity move outward to the larger social
structures of which we are a part and upon whom we depend. We can articulate a
principle of doulia: “Just as we have received care to survive and thrive, so we need to
provide conditions that allow others—including those who do the work of caring—to
survive and thrive. (Kittay 133-4)
Unlike Noddings, Kittay sees caring as a network of relations that are at times uneven, but that
will be paid back in time if a doulia exists. While Kittay’s concept of the doulia cannot ensure
that caring will take place equitably, it does establish that equal distribution should ideally be a
facet of caring labor when possible. Kittay’s concept is therefore a helpful litmus test for
analyzing a case study such as The Violet in order to determine whether such a community does
exist within its pages.
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Fig. 8, Arlington, Zelda. The Violet, Oct. 1885. Amateur Newspapers Collection, American Antiquarian Society,
Worcester, MA. Photo by the author.

Arlington’s paper, The Violet, was the center of a caring community and of Arlington’s
efforts to network and mentor young women even before the YWAPA’s founding (see fig. 8).
The Violet, like many amateur periodicals, was very formulaic, with each issue generally
containing fiction, an editorial column with information and opinions about amateur local,
regional, and national politics, an exchange column in which other papers and individual pieces
were reviewed, a section for puzzles and announcements, and, at the very back, advertisements.
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While The Violet adheres to this general form, it goes significantly beyond what other magazines
offered in terms of the literary quality of contents and size of issues. Scholars of amateur
periodicals have noted the general conventionality and low degree of literary quality of amateur
publications. Petrik, for instance, calls the contents of many “bereft of stylistic sophistication”
and finds them interesting mostly as a “forum for young people’s thinking” (127). Meanwhile,
Jessica Isaac notes that the usual amateur periodical is short—4 pages, or one large sheet folded
in half— meaning that they often contained little to no literary content, saving their space for
documenting amateur political battles (“Youthful Enterprises” 160). Both Isaac and Petrik also
note that many amateur stories were modeled after and sometimes nearly copied from popular
adventure writers such as Oliver Optic (“Youthful Enterprises” 160, Petrik 127). In the
beginning, Arlington’s paper was only four pages, but she transformed the periodical in both size
and appearance near the beginning of 1885, moving to longer issues (anywhere from 12-to 14
pages on average, and occasionally much longer) and a more professional layout. This was in
part because the publication increasingly modeled itself more on women’s literary magazines
than on children’s literature. As such, Arlington visually branded the periodical in a feminized
way, adding a woodcut of a professional-looking woman at a writing desk surrounded by violets
as the illustration for her front cover. Instead of boys’ adventure stories, Arlington filled the
pages of The Violet with a mix of stories from more feminine genres, including sensation fiction,
domestic fiction, and historical fiction about female figures.24

24

In format, this fiction ran the gamut from very short stories of but a few pages to serials running for months. Love
was a frequent theme, reinforcing the feminized feel of The Violet. In a short piece called “The Village Visitor,”
penned by one V.T., a young man returns from seeking his fortune to find the girl of his dreams still unmarried
(Dec. 1885). In another short story, “Misunderstood,” written by Dora Sheldon, two young girls are star-crossed
“lovers from childhood” instead—friends who miss each other’s correspondence because of the efforts of a
meddling postmistress who also professes to love one of them (Feb. 1886).
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In addition to feminized literature and form, however, The Violet also shored up its
serious literary identity by printing literary criticism on classic authors such as Pope and Milton,
and extended pieces of criticism about writing practices in the amateur community. While its
focus on feminine branding and stories with female protagonists made it appealing to girls and
young women, The Violet’s aims toward literariness also gave it a broader appeal. In
consequence, its audience was large—over a hundred in 1885, according to Arlington—and was
well-regarded in the amateur world. The Violet’s popularity and acknowledged literariness gave
Arlington a broader platform from which to recruit, mentor, and facilitate connections. Because
this work is my main interest, I will focus mostly on the “recruits corner” and editorial column as
spaces in which Arlington documented her gains in recruiting and spoke directly on issues facing
girls.
Arlington’s creation of a recruits corner was a unique innovation within her paper. In
June 1885, Arlington began to include this short column right after the exchange column and
before advertisements. Merely a list of names and addresses of recruits, this column was perhaps
one of the most rhetorically important features in Arlington’s paper, as it represented the results
of her work of letter-writing to recruits for the previous month (see fig. 9). Arlington was a
tireless recruiter of young female amateur editors, sending seventy-five letters to prospective
participants during the first month in which she recorded her efforts. Reading these reprinted
replies in Arlington’s recruits corner shows that Arlington’s tactics were successful because of
her astute understanding of Amateurdom and female participation within its ranks. She
understood that girls lacked the knowledge of the ‘Dom that they would need to become
editors—that in an economy of exchange, female amateur editors believed they had nothing to
give—and that they needed to be empowered to take on more responsibility if they were to feel
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comfortable editing papers. In one iteration of Arlington’s “Recruit’s Corner,” Arlington lists the
names and addresses of 12 young women to whom she wrote. Of these prospective recruits, one
decided to edit a new paper, while two declined because of school duties, seven others declared a
wish to contribute to papers, and five seem not to have replied, as Arlington does not mention
their decisions. Arlington also prints the replies of several hopeful contributors.
These replies do show the girls’ timidity, but also how easily convinced girls were by
Arlington’s expressions of confidence in them. Miss Bates, for instance, writes, “never having
heard of amateurdom until recently, I had no opportunity to aid it. If you think I can contribute
anything worthy of publication, will gladly do so. (“Recruits Corner,” Jun. 1885, 19). Other
replies confirm this suggestion that a lack of knowledge about Amateurdom might have been a
significant hurdle to girls’ participation, and that Arlington’s letter-writing might have been the
first they heard of the institution. Examples of this ignorance of Amateurdom include Lessie
Warson and Miss Hazlett, who appeal to Arlington for knowledge. Warson writes “I have
concluded to publish a paper, and ask you please to tell me what to do” (“Recruits Corner,” Jun.
1885, 19). And Hazlett’s reply is even more astounding in its lack of knowledge, as she claims to
“have found no one here who ever heard of an amateur journal. I hear so little about it myself
that I am unable to give much information on the subject” (“Recruits Corner,” Jun. 1885, 19).
These replies highlight Amateurdom’s insularity, and Arlington’s own ability to work around
this difficulty by writing letters to outsiders, and then printing their replies in her paper. Not only
does this reprinting help her diagnose the difficulty, it shows her female readers the necessity of
joining her—of reaching outside their papers and their immediate networks to bring in female
recruits.
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Shortly after this first month, Arlington began visually setting aside a “corner” in her
editorial column to list new recruits and thereby consecrating a space to the celebration of girls’
entry into the world of amateur editing. Though Arlington’s letter-writing was not always
successful, the column was effective rhetorically, as merely using the space in this way made her
labor to gain girl recruits seem important—no matter its results. When Arlington’s work was
successful, the Corner showed boy editors how many girls were joining and impressed girls with
a sense of the growth in their numbers, which was visibly represented by the length of column
space the girls’ names took up in her paper. From a visual standpoint, the borders of the recruits’
corner make an intimate, smaller space within Arlington’s periodical that girls could amply fill—
whether that space was filled up with recruiting successes or simply names of girls whom
Arlington had solicited. When one considers that girls more often saw their names printed
amongst a sea of men’s names in periodicals run by men, the importance of the mere act of
printing a row of girls’ names can hardly be overestimated. Effectively, Arlington used
periodical space to help girls begin to conceive of themselves as taking up space in the
organization.
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Fig. 9, Arlington, Zelda, “Recruits Column.” The Violet, Jun. 1885. Amateur Newspapers Collection, American
Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. Photo by the author.

Arlington also made crucial innovations in the way her periodical used space through her
exchange column. Exchange columns were featured areas of nearly every amateur paper in
which editors reviewed their compatriots’ publications—singling out papers with exceptionally
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good or bad content or formatting. In practice, exchange was supposed to function as an
educational aspect of the ‘Dom, in that rather than shaming its members, it was hoped that
negative notices would scare writers and editors into improvement. Arlington’s article
“Influence,” however, shows that when boys noticed girls’ papers, girls perceived their notice
differently. In the attention male editors paid to their texts in exchange columns, girls perceived a
notice that was like the attention paid to their bodies at conventions. Male editors often made
young women feel as out of place and continually at fault in print as they did in person. In a
letter printed in Arlington’s paper, for instance, one young woman gave the following reply to
Arlington’s invitation to join the ‘Dom: “they [male amateur writers] always hav[e] some one to
pick on and find fault with instead of trying to help each other along. What could a few girls do
with two or three hundred boys to watch our every movement, finding fault and criticizing us as
they do each other?” (“Influence,” Apr. 1885, 9). This letter implies that boys’ negative notice
would not help girls become better editors but would give them a sense that they were
outnumbered and under surveillance. While the writer says that the boys would be finding fault
with them as they do each other, it is crucial that this fault-finding would have a different effect
for girls—it would be paralyzing for them, rather than a means of “helping each other along.”
Because girls felt that their texts would be singled out for scrutiny as their bodies often were,
they didn’t see what impact they could possibly have on the organization.
Arlington’s choice to focus on new and notable papers edited by young women in her
exchange column, then, empowered girls in a different way than her recruits’ column. Arlington
herself theorizes the reasons that she recommends Amateurdom to girls, writing that “It is a
pleasure understood only by those who have experienced it to see one’s name in print, and when
the favorable criticisms of others are received it causes a great thrill of joy and determination to

139
do even better next time” (“The Violet,” Dec. 1882-Jan. 1883, 10). By putting their names
amongst the quality productions of young men, she showed them the joy of having their
publications considered equally. In an early issue of The Violet, Arlington recommends
Amateurdom for its ability to evoke the pride of being equally considered alongside boys. In her
June 1885 issue, for instance, Arlington sandwiches her notice of Miss York, a female recruit’s,
new paper between notices of The Signal, edited by a Mr. Andrews and Les Esprits, the sex of
whose editor she doesn’t mention. In contrast to boys’ exchange columns, Arlington’s notice in
her exchange column rewards girls for the efforts thy have already made, realizing that they can
only improve if they stay in the organization.

Sharing Responsibility in Recruiting
In contrast to the labor-intensive letter campaigns and columns, Arlington also
encouraged her peers to engage in forms of community that shared responsibility amongst them
such as exchanging letters, replying to “circulatory letters,” and being as present at any local,
regional, and national meetings as they could be. According to the suggestion of one amateur,
Helen Phillips, they even decided to exchange photos along with the circulatory letters.
Arlington writes of this suggestion,
We think it is a good idea because it will bring them closer together and unite
them as letters only, will never do. We know from experience that the girls who
have exchanged with us seem more like friends—like we know them; they are
something more than invisible. (“The Violet,” Jun. 1885, 15)
Arlington encourages her fellow editors to make themselves present to one another through
pictures, but also, crucially, argues that exchange of papers and letters could serve this
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function—again, taking the responsibility off the individual, and sharing it evenly. The
circulatory letter also had the added benefit of enabling virtual rather than in-person
communication, as the Young Women’s APA did not have its own convention separate from the
regional co-ed ones. Jennie Day, who conceived of the circulatory letter writes in her paper, The
Duett, posits that “If each member would promptly add her contribution, and send the letter on to
her neighbor, it might easily reach every member in six months’ time, even though many new
names should be added to the roll. (“Editorial,” Nov.-Dec.1885, 3)
The circulating letter was therefore meant to function as a sort of virtual convention,
allowing each girl to contribute to the collective feeling of friendship and care, and to invest in
the organization in a deeper way by building connections. In The Quartette, a reprinted reply to
the circulatory letter from a young female amateur named Alice Anderson gives a sense of the
kind of bonds the young women were able to make through this kind of communication: “I
believe in Women’s Rights. Writing letters is my pet abhorrence. My favorite poet is Lowell, but
I read Mrs. Browning when I feel elevated. Admire George Eliot and like a good history or
biography but consider novels unsatisfactory things” (“Our Girls,” Oct. 1890, 6). These answers
seem to be responding to a given set of questions that was circulated to all the young women in
Amateurdom. Similar to a slumber party game or quiz, sharing the answers to these rather
personal questions about one’s position on political issues, favorite writers, and heroines, seems
an apt way to create a sense of community amongst those who participate. This sense of intimacy
is bolstered by the informal diction of Anderson’s reply. As she confesses to fellow amateurs
about her “pet abhorrence,” and describes the “elevated” mood that might lead her to read
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Anderson sounds as though she were talking to a young woman her
age who was already her friend—someone to whom she can confess her whimsical moods.
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Moreover, printing these replies lent a sense of girls’ growing presence in the organization,
bearing public testimony to the community they had built together and encouraging girls to
strengthen their bonds as they strengthened their participation.
When women editors’ participation in Amateurdom became inconsistent, Arlington used
the same strategies that she used to recruit women—writing to them and sending them messages
in her recruits column—to encourage them to return to Amateurdom. The female side of amateur
journalism had always had problems with reciprocity—a problem that Arlington recognized.
Because of the pressures girls felt to care for both their families and each other, they were often
more inconsistent in their editing, writing, and organizational activities than boys of their age
were. Girls often faced increases in home duties at an earlier age, and struggled with health
problems more frequently than boys. Arlington in particular faced this problem throughout her
career, as she frequently dealt with illness and married early in her amateur career. This caused
her to become bitter at times, as in the following uncharacteristically unsympathetic comment on
girls’ reluctance to run the YWAPA presidency. Of girls’ reluctance, Arlington says that “The
girls are very slow about anything of that kind; each and every one is holding back to let
someone else do the work” (“The Violet,” Feb. 1885, 8). For Arlington, then, calling attention to
girls’ failings in her periodical was a way of encouraging mutuality in the care community she
had created. Arlington also directly censures young women who become inconsistent in her
periodical, as when she inquires playfully of fellow amateur, Nellie Sheldon why “the
sunbeam…has not brightened our office in quite a while” (“The Violet,” Feb. 1885, 8). In calling
attention to and speaking directly to Sheldon, Arlington reminds Sheldon that her presence is
necessary and missed when it is absent—that when she is not there, the world of Amateurdom is
a bit darker. She responded similarly when Edith Dowe, the Woman’s Representative column in
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The Violet neglected to send her the manuscript for her column for a few months, asking “Where
is Miss Edith M. Dowe? She has not sent her Ms. for the Y.W.A.P.A. since Feb.; Don’t retire
Edith, you have not received all the good things amateur journalism can give, there are many
new ones. Come back.” (“Editorial,” Jun. 1886, 53). Arlington’s tone here is at first aggressively
playful in its third-person appeal to Dowe, and then touchingly genuine, in its shift to directly
addressing her. She also once again emphasizes the community’s loss of Dowe’s “bright items,”
the light that she sheds on the community. This time, however, Arlington also colors her message
with a bit more seriousness by speaking to her directly and using imperative, intimate
language—“come back,” and “don’t retire.” Importantly, Arlington’s language is not harsh, but
pleading. In illuminating her own need for Dowe, Arlington makes herself vulnerable, and
demonstrates Kittay’s principle of doulia in action. When one illuminates one’s own needs rather
than others’ failure to meet them, one makes it easier and less shameful to return to community
with others after one has left. By striving to be open about her own needs, Arlington also again
emphasizes Dowe’s necessary role in the community; rather than just forgetting about her, she
takes Dowe seriously enough to inquire after her a bit imperiously. Importantly, Arlington also
appeals to Dowe on the basis of the benefits she could glean from the group, on her ability to
receive more “good things” from Amateurdom. By making herself vulnerable and directly
addressing Dowe even when she is not sure she will reach her, and emphasizing what Dowe
stands to gain, Arlington illuminates their existence in a symbiotic relationship, and the need for
this relationship to continue for the good of both of them.
Edith and other defunct editors were able to receive Arlington’s censure because she was
still exchanging with them; as long as she continued to send her paper, choosing not to engage
meant deliberately ignoring her. This was again, a strategy that almost desperately enacted

143
Arlington’s belief in mutuality, her determination to have interlocutors whom she could count
on, and who could count on her even when they demonstrated that this wasn’t the case. While
some defunct amateurs do seem to have stayed in touch enough to have continued reading
Arlington’s paper, judging by their return to the community, others seem to have required more
direct pleas, leading Arlington once again to use letter-writing as a strategy. The effects of this
sort of tactic can be seen in the response of one Edith W. Peters, former editress of the Garfield
Gazette to whom Arlington sent two copies of the Violet and an encouraging letter. Peters replies
gratefully to Arlington, opining “how soon an ex-editor or editress will be lost sight of when they
cease publishing or editing a paper” (“The Violet,” Feb. 1885, 12), and asserting the positive
effect that Arlington’s communication had on her. Moreover, Arlington prints in her next paper a
notice that states that Garfield is willing to exchange old copies (of the Gazette) she could not
bear to get rid of with other amateurs for their currently circulating papers. Rather than
characterizing Peters as yesterday’s news, or worse, not mentioning her at all, Arlington reframes
Peters for current amateurs as a source of information and wisdom about days past. Though she
may not currently edit a paper, Arlington seems to say, Peters still has papers to exchange—she
still has something to offer the community. Here, Arlington refuses to interpret Edith’s lack of
engagement as bad faith but continues enacting mutuality—writing her letters until she is repaid
by an answer. Moreover, in creating a special role for Edith as historian, Arlington positions
women’s attempts to keep track of their past as a kind of care. Receiving a paper from Edith
might potentially help a young woman just starting out as an editor to combat a sense of isolation
or tokenization—to understand that she is not now and has never been alone.
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“Sweet Violets”: The Continuing Fragrance of Pressed (Not Fossilized) Flowers
Regardless of the roles Arlington created for young women and the sense of importance
she gave to their community, however, the YWAPA collapsed after only one year. While it is
tempting to look at the early demise of the organization as evidence of failure of the young
women’s community, it is more helpful to think of the utopian vision of the community they
built as something that does not depend on lastingness. Though it is difficult to tell definitively
why the YWAPA collapsed, it seems likely, given Arlington’s comments about her performance
of a large share of the labor, that she and the other prominent women in the organization were
not always being cared for as carers, and that they found the work difficult to sustain. The young
women themselves theorized both the ephemerality of their participation in amateur journalism,
and its strange ability to persist and make unlikely recoveries through a series of metaphors—
amongst them, the language of flowers and plants. These flower metaphors were part of a larger
trend within amateur journalism to make sense of its own aging as an institution, and the aging of
its members as they began to grow up. This search for metaphors was also deeply informed by
the tensions that had begun to build in the organization around who would have control—the
new, mostly younger people joining the ranks or the “fossils”—a frequently-used term for an
Amateur who had participated for longer and tended to be older and more experienced. The term
“fossil” was freighted with the tension in the organization between generations of Amateurs, as it
seems to suggest that more experienced amateurs were merely dried-up skeleton of their former
selves, whose usefulness to the organization had passed. While young people based their claim to
power on normative youth—an ideal that had created and structured the organization, the young
people who had created it had now aged. Though they were seen as having some right to
participate as amateurs based on their past efforts, their presence challenged the normative logic
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of the organization. While this debate has also been seen as a struggle between youth and age, it
should also be seen as a struggle against the recognition of realities of embodiment such as
illness or care-giving that might endanger productivity, and that tended to effect women’s
participation more frequently. Once again, understanding amateur history in the context of
gender shows that “amateurs” were not necessarily “amateur” or young; for young women in
particular, amateur journalism served to help them both to sustain the pleasure of girlhood and
return to it periodically, and to embrace the temporalities of care and illness that necessarily
structured their lives. Girls therefore employed flower and plant metaphors in talking about their
papers as they better reflected the way they experienced the temporality of amateurdom. Instead
of enshrining neverending youth and constant productivity, such metaphors accepted periodic
returns to and removes from amateur journalism as normal. The fossils’ use of flower metaphors
also served to counter the derogatory implications of the term “fossil,” by suggesting that to be
inconsistent was not to be dead or dried up.
Girls employed flower and plant names most prominently in the titles of newspapers—
The Violet, The Forget Me Not, The Little Acorn, The Maple Leaf. However, these were not mere
gestures to flowery femininity, but complex, if sometimes inconsistent or ambiguous metaphors
that girls worked out in their papers. Arlington gave a poignant speech in her role as president of
the YWAPA, for instance, in which she addressed the possible meanings of the flower imagery.
She writes that “Our papers seem fated to be short-lived: three numbers of the Forget-me-not and
it is lost to us forever;…one Clover, and it passes away like its namesake as fall came upon us”
(“President’s Message,” Oct. 1885, 17). Arlington’s attribution of this troubling trend to the hand
of fate in combination with her use (rather than analysis of) the flower imagery of girls’ papers
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suggests that their papers grow and wither naturally as the seasons when their efforts to keep
them going cease, and paints their organization as a tragic, but fated endeavor.
Arlington also uses the metaphor of the flower to theorize an ideal of communal effort
that would allow women to meet journalism’s demands of regularity and find ways of better
aligning the temporalities of journalism with those of their lives. Arlington herself used this
metaphor to justify and theorize her own struggles with an unspecified chronic illness, which
often hampered her from producing her paper regularly.
A subscriber writes ‘what is wrong with the Violet? Has it become ‘Only a Faded
Flower?’” “No, but it is a tender plant, and some months ago received a terrible shock…
We have not been able to set type for some time, so the thanks of our readers are due the
above named gentlemen [her co-editors] for our Christmas number, and we feel quite
proud of the result of their efforts. (“The Violet,” Dec.1882-Jan. 1883, 11)
Here, Arlington characterizes her paper as dependent on the editor’s continued physical strength
and ability to set type at the regular intervals required by periodical journalism. However, she
importantly shows that the regular temporality of journalism should not be a reason for editors
who are disabled or preoccupied with other important life events to give up amateur journalism
altogether. Rather, Arlington’s metaphor of periodicals as living things allows them to be seen as
in need of regular care like bodies. Unlike the valorization of professionalism and youth within
amateur journalism, the narrative of care emphasizes the actions taken, rather than who takes
them, again suggesting the doulia’s effectiveness as a model for amateur journalism. Such a
model normalizes the vulnerability of individual bodies and texts, and the help of one’s peers in
caring for them both. In Arlington’s use of the plant metaphor then, she finds a way to make her
journalism fit itself to the temporality of her difficult, often messy embodied life.
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In addition to altering the temporal regularity of journalism, girls also defied
journalism’s emphasis on continuity to come back after long periods of time away. Often, young
women created whole new iterations of their former periodicals or new publications entirely after
these long periods of marriage, childbearing, or professional activity. Several amateurs from the
first wave of female journalists came back in the late 90s as adult women in their twenties and
even thirties. Among these were Bertha York Grant, co-editor of Ink Drops, which revamped its
publication under the same name, but aimed to provide as “complete a record of the subject
handled as opportunity will allow, so that when the volume is completed there will be historical
data pertaining to amateur journalism such as can be found in no other form” (Grant, “In
Explanation,” Oct. 1899, 20). Grant clearly sets out as her aim the documentation of amateur
journalism’s history, and in the process, models the history of amateur journalism as the proper
domain of “fossils.” Grant navigates the age-based tensions inherent in the term “fossil” by
positing a useful but unobtrusive role for herself as historian. Moreover, the role she posits could
only be filled by a senior amateur who had witnessed the events she had—allowing her to make
use of her status as a fossil—literally, a physical representation of an earlier era. She reinforces
this sense by paying frequent attention in her publication to efforts to document and archive
Amateurdom’s past. For instance, in the first issue, Grant and the other editors print a story about
amateur Warren J. Brodie’s efforts to collect a complete file of the National Amateur. Not
surprisingly, she emphasizes the emotional dimensions of his efforts, highlighting his letterwriting campaign for duplicate copies and his subsequent journey across the country to visit the
“Literary Lioness,” Edith May Dowe Miniter, whom he could not reach by mail. Grant writes
that in his search for missing National Amateur issues to add to his file, so-called “fossil”
Warren J. Brodie “has renewed many olden friendships and made scores of new ones,
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and…when he begins on the precious reminiscences…one finds as much entertainment in the
‘episoding’ as in the story proper (“Warren J. Brodie’s File of The National Amateur,” Oct.
1899, 12). Grant’s positioning of Brodie as an ordinary mortal like herself aligns the two as
fossils and suggests that digression and “episoding” might be prime characteristics of fossils and
their papers. Rather than move forward with the “story proper,” fossils stray into episodes and
digressions from the past for their own benefit, and they hope, the benefit of current amateurs
who might learn something from them. In this way, Grant makes a bid for the joy of alternative
temporalities like episoding, and again posits her journal as uniquely able to care for the coming
generation.
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Aftermaths: The Role of Care in Creating Lasting Friendships

Fig. 10, “Mabel F. Noyes, Edith Miniter. Boston, Mass. 1894.” Library of Amateur Journalism, University of
Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 60, Fossil photographs, 1850s-1902. Photo by the
author.

Another way of measuring the success of Arlington’s enterprise then is by the strength of
the bonds and accomplishments of those she cared for and those whose later work her work
made possible. Moreover, if we consider that care can have an influence that can be traced, it can
therefore be understood as a kind of agency. Moreover, I want to suggest that by using care as
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one heuristic among many for determining agency, we could enrich our current understandings
of the term “agency” and include more children in it.
While Gubar’s kinship theory lends itself well to the assessment of child-adult
collaborations, in which one can assess the relative agency of the child and adult parties, amateur
journalism requires us to analyze the ways in which young people’s care for each other continues
to have effects across the span of their lives into their adulthoods, and requires us to analyze acts
(in this case, caring acts) that are not normally thought of as agential in a literary studies context.
Care theory provides a way of assessing young people’s agency that allows us to focus more on
young people’s contributions to the collective societal good or to specific groups or causes than
on acts of creativity (whether they be collaborative or individual). While the amateur newspapers
I discuss here were produced by young people who had the time and resources to complete and
print their work, it is not this privilege that makes their work special or interesting for the study
of children’s agency, in my opinion; rather, it is their interest in making publication as
democratic as it could be by empowering those who felt powerless to participate.
In the sense then, that both care theory and kinship theory emphasize both individual
capability and all humans’ need for care—their need to be empowered—these theories share
much common ground. In Gubar’s words, a kinship theory of childhood would consider that
“even if we pick up many skills and abilities as we age, we never fully outgrow [our]
compromised position” (“The Hermeneutics of Recuperation” 300). Meanwhile, care theory
similarly posits “relations as ontologically basic” defying the ways in which our society values
individual achievement at the expense of aiding others (Noddings 4). Both Gubar and Noddings
could be imagined as positing the importance of valuing and assessing caring acts as well as acts
that demonstrate capability and agency in the more usual sense. However, my emphasis on care
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theory as agency attempts to deconstruct the line between individual creative agency and caring
for others by viewing care as a means of exercising (and as evidence of) one’s ability to act. It is
in this sense that Arlington’s acts of mentoring and recruiting take on the most meaning. While
she did not go on to become a writer or activist as an adult, she was adept at theorizing her own
capability and need and that of others, and at empowering others to implement strategies of care
in their own professional lives. It is therefore not her editorial efforts that are the measure of her
success, but the longevity and strength of the bonds and accomplishments of those whom she
mentored.
One particularly powerful example of Arlington’s role in creating long-lasting caring
relationships is the later career of Edith Dowe Miniter. After disappearing from Arlington’s
paper, Dowe also disappeared from the world of Amateurdom altogether with no warning for
thirteen years and returned to produce another paper after marrying and beginning her
professional life at The Boston Home Journal. In 1898, she created a paper entitled The
Aftermath that covered the annual amateur convention with her old friend Mabel F. Noyes of The
Quartette (see fig. 11).

152

Fig. 11, “Quartette: Mabel F. Noyes, Edith Miniter, Miss M.B. Noyes, and Ella M. Frye.” Library of Amateur
Journalism, University of Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 59, Fossil photographs,
1870s-1890s.
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In their first issue, Miniter (and/or Noyes) narrate the story of their decision as follows:
Once upon a time some amateur journalists of the good old days journeyed from BostonBehind-the-Fens to New-York-Beyond-the-Bridge…. On their way home one said, ‘Let’s
get out an Aftermath.’ The other replied, ‘Let’s.’ These remarks can’t be labelled with the
names of the remarker and remarkee, because neither remembers who spoke first. (“The
Aftermath” Jul. 1898, 3)
Miniter and Noyes’ choice to write this portion as a dialogue, but to leave the names blank shows
the degree to which their lives during a conference were intertwined. In their use of the fairy tale
genre, they also rewrite their convention lives as a fairy tale in which the two of them star.
Rather than narrate their domestic or professional lives as the “real” afterword to the story of
their amateur lives, Miniter and Noyes’ use of the “once upon a time” formula suggests that their
choice to get out an Aftermath represents another beginning to a career which their domestic and
professional lives had previously put an end—an “after” that follows the “happily ever after.”
While many might consider their amateur careers over when they entered domestic or
professional life, Miniter and Noyes’ statement seems to suggest that the success of an amateur’s
career cannot be defined by only her childhood or pre-professional productions. Moreover, it
suggests the continuity of amateur friendships, and the continuing influence of the care Miniter
received from Arlington. While Miniter does not ever seem to have written for Arlington again,
the structures of mentorship and connection that Arlington had an important role in creating
served to connect amateurs like Miniter and Noyes to each other and to the institution more than
a decade later.
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Another example of such an aftermath is the increasing viability and political power of
female-edited publications in amateur journalism. After Arlington herself ended her editorship of
The Violet in 1887, she went on to produce two other well-regarded, if short-lived publications
which forwarded the careers of female amateurs, The Nettle, which she edited with Rose
Steinberg, Jeanette Swing, Ida Harting, and Jessie Dillon, and Gold Foil, which she edited with
Dillon alone (see figs. 12 and 13).

Fig. 12 (left), “Jeanette Swing, Dayton, KY. 1890.” Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 60, Fossil photographs, 1850s-1902. Photo by the author.
Fig. 13 (right), “Rose Steinberg, Indianapolis, IND.” Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 60, Fossil photographs, 1850s-1902. Photo by the author.
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The Nettle in particular provided a stage for individual contributors—none of whom
except Swift seem to have edited before—to make their names through the formal innovation of
dividing the paper into columns edited by each young woman—"Rose Buds,” run by Rose
Steinberg, “Violets” by Zelda Arlington Swift, “Ideas” by Ida Harting, “Gold Foil” by Jessie
Dillon and “Laconics” by Jeanette Swing (see fig. 14). With the exception of “Gold Foil” and
“Laconics,” these columns were puns on the young women’s names—another aspect that
forwarded their careers insofar as it made their names memorable and allowed them to style
themselves as witty commentators on amateur journalism. While The Violet’s serials and
Arlington’s clearly distinguishable editorial voice provided a strong, singular identity for the
publication, the Nettle’s identity was meant to be decidedly composite, as each girl’s voice
contributes its own quality to the paper. It is hard to get a sense of these different identities, as
one issue of the Nettle is all that has survived. However, each girl comments on some of the
same events in the space of this issue, showing that readers did not see the content as “news,” but
rather, relished the commentary on events written in the columnists’ individual voices. For
instance, in this issue, each columnist comments on the upcoming Western convention in
Indianapolis. Swift’s comment about the convention is an excuse for dilating on the previous
presidency of the association and on how “a few amateurs resigned because of his election and
thought the whole association would collapse because they weren’t in it” (“Violets,” Winter
1891, 1). On the other hand, Jeanette Swing sends her “sincerest pity” to “every one who is
unable to attend the…convention” as “Indiana holds within it some of our best and most
enthusiastic amateurs (“Laconics,” Winter 1891, 3). Two of Rose Steinberg’s snippets represent
contributions about the convention. Her first is short but adds the boon of names and locations of
some delegates (“Rose Buds,” Winter 1891, 6), while her second reports on and speculates about
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candidates for office who will be elected at the convention. Ida Harting comments on the
projected size of the convention and speculates that it will feature delegates from the South
(always a novelty to midwestern amateurs) (“Ideas,” Winter 1891, 7). Finally, Jessie Dillon notes
some of the entertainment expected by “Pres. Steinberg, Miss Rose and the Miss Hartings,” and
generally enthuses about the “jolly meeting” that is “inevitable” (“Gold Foil,” Winter 1891, 10).
While each girl comments, each says something different. Their contributions are however, far
from idiosyncratic, and one imagines, could easily have been delivered in a news-like passage
about the upcoming convention. The formal arrangement of having multiple columnists then
seems to be about getting comments in each girl’s distinct voice about the convention. Moreover,
since none of the girls were well-known, this format, in simulating a rather banal conversation
amongst friends makes one imagine that they know these girls—as Arlington once said “they are
something more than invisible.” It seems no coincidence then that in the 1890s, Steinberg and
Harting would go on to be two out of three girl editors of the publication Iris, which in 1890,
resurrected the YWAPA and ran for two years. In this publication, Steinberg and Harting also
continued their columns “Rose Buds” and “Ideas.”
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Fig. 24, The Nettle, Winter 1891, vol. 112, 1891, N-R. Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.

Ten years later, another publication entitled Girldom arose, which had as its stated goal
“to promote the interest of amateur journalism among the young ladies of this arena” (“With the
Editress,” Jan. 1901, 7). It was run by a staff of girl editors and for the majority of its run, had an
all-girl subscription list, due to the fact that it canceled its “boys’ vestibule” entitled “Sunlight
and Shadow” after only one issue (see fig. 15).
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Fig. 14, Girldom, Jul. 1902, vol. 178, 1902, E-G. Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.
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This paper was also a departure in terms of content, in that, unlike The Violet’s emphasis on
serious literature, Girldom found room to emphasize both the serious aim of women’s progress
and more fanciful and traditionally feminine subjects. Alongside articles on “Women as Wage
Earners,” the periodical also ran a regular column on handicrafts and dress, “Fancies of
Fashion,” edited by Tudes Rodgers, and a short-lived column on girls’ “fads” in collecting and
handicrafts by Daisy Shenkel. “Fancies of Fashion” ran articles on topics such as “Cushions” and
dispensed wisdom about style, advocating the black skirt for the “busy girl” or a “choice bit of
neckwear made of white maline powdered with tiny black dots” for “the fluffy girl” (Jul. 1901,
6; May 1901, 13). In the second issue of Girldom, Shenkel entitles her article a “A Warning from
Fad Land,” and frankly admits that “this column will be of little interest to our few boy readers
since, according to public opinion, boys do not indulge in fads” after which she proceeds to
detail how to artfully arrange and mount peacock feathers, opals, and five and six leaf clovers,
which were popular collectors’ items (“A Warning from Fad Land,” Mar. 1901, 10). While
Shenkel’s column does not last, Rodgers’ lasts out the publication’s first year, until Rodgers
herself retires from Amateurdom. E. Jean Connell, the editor of Girldom states however, that
“our fashion department will be reinstated as soon as possible” (Nov. 1901, 12). “When Mr.
Steinberg says that ‘no one heeds or cares for it’” she writes, “he displays his total ignorance
upon the subject and had best remain silent hereafter” (Nov. 1901, 12). Furthermore, she makes
the reason for her lack of concern about Steinberg’s opinion clear in stating that “we aim to
please our subscribers (four fifths of whom are not amateur journalists) and not those whose one
aim seems to be to retard our progress” (Nov. 1901, 12). Fifteen years after Arlington’s
publication of The Violet, girls seem to be able to afford to disregard boys as an audience and
cater solely to the taste of girls. While the influence of Arlington might not be directly apparent
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here, insofar as her work in recruiting was crucial in increasing the number of girls in amateur
journalism, she also made it possible for girls to exist socially, exchanging only with each other,
and feeling free to discuss whatever subjects they saw fit.
At this time, Arlington herself is listed in the Cincinnati public city directories as
practicing dentistry. Recalling her insistence on distinguishing herself from her husband in the
world of amateur journalism, she is listed alone as “Z Viola Swift, and Mrs. Z Swift,” while her
husband is listed in the same listing of dentists, but above her alphabetically. One final listing in
1903 reveals that Arlington and her husband likely divorced, as her address has changed (and to
a flat), while her husband is no longer listed under Cincinnati dentists at all. Additionally, census
records and amateur paraphernalia confirm that “Doc” Swift went on to marry twice more and
moved to New York where he became a prominent member of the Gotham Amateur Press
Association. Photos and mentions of Swift continue to be frequent, as do his editorial
contributions. His archival legacy is so thorough that preserved in the Library of Amateur
Journalism is even a 1926 issue of The Swift, a periodical edited by his then seven-year old son.
It is poignant that Arlington’s own record is so partial in comparison, and that all
mentions of her seem to cease in amateur publications. Her legacy continues however, in that she
aided other girls in becoming editors and authors. While her relatively smaller archival presence
might be due in part to her divorce, it is also a reflection of the nature of archives, which
preserve traces of the powerful, and thus enable us to see and analyze the power hierarchies
inherent in relationships. While Arlington’s situation may be idiosyncratic, then, it is also
typical, in that any woman divorced from the hierarchy that gave her proximity to power
becomes less visible in the archives. While the young Edwin Swift Junior’s first periodical
production is preserved because he maintains this proximity, the only records Arlington leaves

161
after her divorce attest to her status as a single female dentist and give no hint of her literary or
editorial aspirations. The implications of this fact for our excavation of literary works by young
people are important, as young people, like Arlington, are known primarily by their relationships
to older adults whom they later become dissociated from in their adult lives. Though the archive
privileges the young Swift, it does so only insofar as he is part of his father’s family. For this
reason, conducting archival research on collections defined by the type of material produced,
rather than by individual creators, is a good way to access the contributions of those who may
not have had as the privilege to have their work preserved and catalogued so that it can easily be
found.
While I have looked extensively at the work of one creator, Zelda Arlington, and aimed
to trace her contribution across many years and publications, focusing on individual girls and
young women ultimately shows the way in which individuals disappear from an archive. When
looked at from different angles—from after their participation ceased, or after they experienced
life changes that divorced them from power—these girls’ and young women’s work and indeed,
their lives disappear. Viewing the participation of girls and young women in a collective sense,
however, revalues their work and their lives. This angle on the archive of amateur journalism
shows that together, young women created a temporality that did not require constancy, the
resolve to “stay,” as Arlington had implored her friend and co-worker, but one that nevertheless
caused young women to return again and again, providing them with strategies of meaningmaking that they could draw on throughout their lives. Looking at the work of girls in amateur
journalism as a body of work done by many, rather than focusing on the individual also enables
us to see the value of work such as Arlington’s, which focused on increasing girls’ collective
political power and their comfort in the organization. Like the flowers they named their papers
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for, their work was ephemeral, but ultimately, for Arlington and all the amateur girls who
worked alongside her, doing one’s work or being remembered as an individual wasn’t the point.
As long as the ‘Dom itself existed, Violets would become Roses, would become Daisies—but
somewhere, girls would keep doing the work.
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Chapter 4: ”Sisters and Sisters”: Mitigating Racial Innocence and Archival Absence through
Care

Fig. 15, “Herbert A. Clarke, Westside, MISS. 1904” Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 65, Amateur Journalism Photos, 1880s-1940s. Photo by the author.

While Arlington created caring spaces for young white women in her organization, young
Black men and women were even more vehemently excluded from amateur journalism, and had
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no such organization. And as tirelessly as Arlington worked for young women in amateur
journalism, there is no evidence of young women of color being included in Arlington’s
recruiting efforts. While in 1882, Arlington advocates for Benjamin Pelham, a prominent African
American amateur,25 she does not ever show knowledge of an earlier prominent Black amateur
journalist, Herbert Clark, editor of Le Bijou (1878-1880), and his all but forgotten sisters,
Consuelo and Ernestine Clark, who contributed to his paper. As in Pelham’s case, white amateur
journalists had hotly debated Clark’s participation and his election in 1879 to the position of
third vice-president in what later became known as the “Civil Rights Controversy.” In this
debacle, southern amateur journalists in particular threatened to secede from the association if
Clark were elected (which many did).
Arlington’s lack of knowledge of the Clark siblings—and the sisters in particular—
demonstrates the extreme degree to which amateur journalism was segregated and the different
ways in which this segregation affected young Black women. The participation of the Clarks
(1878-1880) predates Arlington’s amateur career (1882-1891), which might partially explain
Arlington’s not commenting on Clark. By the time Arlington began editing, Clark was already
accepted (and tokenized) within amateur spaces.26 However, Clark and his sisters were also
fellow Cincinnatians and Clark was a good friend of Arlington’s husband, Edwin Booth Swift,
who had printed Clark’s paper Le Bijou (1878-1880). In addition, Clark and Edwin Swift edited
a paper together, Lux Luminum, in 1880-1881. It is unclear how long whether Clark and Swift’s
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In 1882, The Violet advocated for the rights of a young African American amateur, Benjamin Pelham, whom
many amateurs were blackballing. Arlington asks rhetorically whether “the descendants of all nations are to be
excluded” and argues that he should not be “deprived of the pleasures and benefits of life because of his color”
(“The Violet,” Dec-Jan 1882-83, 10).
26
Paula Petrik notes that by 1880, northern amateurs’ attitudes toward Clark and Pelham (who began participating
that year) had evolved from liberal inclusion to “tokenism and its rationales, accordingly premising their argument
on the exceptional Black” (134). While northern amateurs had originally argued that Clark should not be excluded
based on his race, by 1880, they were justifying his presence with reassurances that “Mr. Clarke is perhaps the only
colored boy engaged in amateur journalism” (Egyptian Star qtd. Petrik 134).
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friendship continued long enough for Arlington to know Clark, as he spent much of the 1880s
following his amateur participation in Mississippi teaching in African American schools, and the
date when Arlington began her courtship with her husband is not known. Uncertainty aside, it
seems telling that Arlington did not seem to know Clark’s sisters, who were amateur journalists
as well, and whom censuses and city directories confirm as residing in Cincinnati during the
period of Arlington’s editorship of the Violet.27 This oversight seems telling given Arlington’s
extensive labor to recruit young women and promote their work by reviewing it in her exchange
column.
As discussed in chapter 3, Arlington’s Young Women’s Amateur Press Association
(YWAPA) recognized the presence of young women in the NAPA, noting that “the girls are
becoming quite numerous in amateurdom” and endeavored to increase that presence, recognizing
also that “few have the courage or opportunity of editing and publishing a paper,” and that “we
could do better work among recruits, as a body, than we could do singly” (“The Violet,” Feb.
1885, 8). These goals suggest that Arlington saw the YWAPA as serving any and all girls who
showed interest in amateur journalism, and as seen in chapter 3, even contacted girls who may
not have professed interest, but who were referred to her from within her amateur social
networks. However, closer analysis of Arlington’s network via census records—those whom she
promoted, recruited, or who contributed to her paper—shows that these women were in fact, all
white28. Therefore, while Arlington envisioned the organization as serving “the girls” as a

27

The Cincinnati city directories from 1885-1887 confirm that Consuelo Clark resided in Cincinnati and worked as
a doctor. Meanwhile her sister, Ernestine, who was renowned as a professional singer, was frequently noted as
singing in company and concerts throughout the mid-late 1880s (see the notices in the society column, “Our Colored
Citizens,” 17 Aug. 1884 and 2 Jan. 1887).
28
For this portion of my research, I collected names from Zelda Arlington’s recruits columns and the names of her
contributors (95 in total). I located matching census, city directory, and/or marriage records for all but ten of these
women, while another six searches yielded duplicate records. In these cases however, both women in question were
white, so the inability to distinguish between them does not change the overall meaning of the statistics.
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whole—both those who were current members and those who were potential recruits—her
organization in fact left out many young Black women who might have been currently
participating or interested in participating.
In 1904, Herbert Clark, now forty-six, returned to amateur writing to narrate his
reminiscences of his youth as the first African American officer of the National American
Printers Association (N.A.P.A.) and subtly, to advocate the work of his now (and then) forgotten
sisters, Ernestine and Consuelo Clark. His being featured in Ink Drops this year was not an
accident, but a timely reaction to current events in the amateur world. That year, at the annual
N.A.P.A. convention, a group of southern amateur journalists attempted to exclude Black
amateurs and remove those who were already members by adding the word “white” to their
constitution, thereby reprising the “Civil Rights Controversy” of Clark’s youth. The piece’s
location in Ink Drops was also not a coincidence. Bertha York Grant and Alson Brubaker were
older amateurs like Clark—colloquially deemed “fossils”—and had been present for the Civil
Rights Controversy. Grant and Brubaker’s long exposure to organizational politics and the
perspective this gave them prompted them to increasingly transform Ink Drops into a publication
that aimed to historicize the ‘Dom, narrating its many conflicts as a way of orienting newcomers
in time and giving old-timers new purpose. In accordance with the paper’s mission, Grant and
Brubaker ran a series of profiles of amateur journalists which allowed them to speak about their
careers in a public platform and show how they aided developments in amateur politics and
journalism. Grant and Brubaker’s insertion of Clark’s reminiscences in their 1904 issue can be
seen as contributing to this project, as the piece showed how the insertion of the word “white” in
the constitution was part of a longer line of efforts at exclusion by white amateurs, and how these
efforts had been resisted by Black amateurs of the past. However, their asking Clark and not any
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other Black amateurs shows the way their continuing tokenization of Clark, and the skewed
conception of amateur history as entirely and rightfully white, which Clark’s piece allows him to
correct.
In Clark’s hands, then, this piece gave him an opportunity to attend more overtly to the
ways in which the racialized dynamics of amateur journalism affected him and his sisters than he
was able to in his own paper at the time of the Civil Rights Controversy. In contrast to his
editorial column in his paper Le Bijou, in which he was often on the defensive, responding to
racist remarks and arguments from white amateur journalists, Clark’s piece in Ink Drops allows
him to tell the story of his participation in amateur journalism from beginning to end in his own
way. In particular, this piece allows Clark to resist the logics of tokenization and isolation to
create a history that historicizes and contextualizes his work in the ‘Dom—both by attesting to
the exceptional literariness of his family and by telling his story as one that involves many other
talented young Black people. Among those young people are his own sisters, Ernestine and
Consuelo Clark, who, he reveals, in his piece also wrote for Le Bijou.

Care as Archival Method and Heuristic for Children’s Literature Scholars
In this chapter, I will employ Black feminist theorist Jennifer Nash’s concept of love
politics to analyze Clark’s advocacy for his sisters’ work. While his own work was incredibly
popular during his heyday, spurred on by his tokenization within the movement and the notoriety
around the “Civil Rights Controversy” over his membership in the N.A.P.A., the work of Clark’s
sisters was both during their own time and now, entirely unknown. In part, then, Clark’s desire
takes part in amateur journalists’ affective pull toward documenting and illuminating the past
both through narrative and archiving. I will demonstrate, however, that while the largely white
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world of amateur journalism aimed to amass and catalogue their own collections out of love for
their community and its practices, Clark’s work to laud his sisters’ journalism was ethically
superior in that he advocated for them not only as his family, but as African American women,
and attempted to imagine a better future for Black amateur journalists and a more equal amateur
journalism as a whole. I will argue that while amateur journalists’ practices stemmed from a
narrow, racist conception of self-love grounded in an amateur public that was explicitly imagined
as white, Clark partakes of Nash’s more generous concept of self-love, which is not only
representative of identity politics, but rather of “a call for ordering the self and transcending the
self, a strategy for remaking the self and transcending the self” (3). Clark cares for his sisters
because they are members of his family—that is, his care for them originates in self-love—a
desire to promote those whom he cares about. But also, Clark promotes his sisters because both
they and their work were ignored and excluded from amateur journalism. That is, his self-love
and love for his family provides the basis for his political advocacy for the work of African
American women within the ‘Dom.
Clark’s care also goes well beyond redressing wrongs however—again, an important
facet of Nash’s love politics. While Nash acknowledges that complaint about and redress of
wrongs is crucial, she writes that “care rather than shared injury…can form the basis of a public”
(15). She makes this point as a means of moving beyond identity politics, because she argues that
“the great contribution of Black feminism has been to showcase that injury is never really
shared; identity work always requires elisions” (15). In contrast to a kind of identity politics that
might necessitate a lack of attention to his sisters’ work due to the different forms of exclusion
they faced, Clark details their experiences even when they are different from his own.
Importantly, Clark shows that while his sisters’ experiences are different in some ways from his
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own (amateur journalism certainly did not forget him, but instead tokenized him) he can still
advocate for them based both on their common identity as Black and his feeling for them. Nash’s
interest in going beyond identity politics also implies a greater emphasis on care as an end in
itself— on building structures in which marginalized people practice care for themselves and
each other, rather than focusing on institutional reform. In this way, Clark’s attention to his
sisters’ experience again mirrors Nash’s emphasis, as his overall goal in demonstrating his
sisters’ wrongs and detailing their accomplishments is not institutional reform but remembrance
of their work for its own sake.
Finally, while the archiving practices of white amateur journalists imagine amateur
journalism as a knowable totality, Clark exemplifies Nash’s emphasis on the value of a
speculative attitude toward temporalities and identities. Nash writes that love politics aims to
“keep the public sphere open for kinds of experience that have not yet solidified” (13)—a goal
Clark aims to fulfill both in his detailing of the exclusions his sisters faced and his attempts to
imagine what could have been different in amateur journalism. This emphasis on the speculative
in archiving also mirrors the approaches of African American book historians (Eric Gardner and
Xiomara Santamarina) and children’s literature scholars (Nazera Sadiq Wright, Kate Capshaw
Smith, and Anna Mae Duane among others) to documenting and understanding the past. Clark’s
speculative ethos is shared by recent archival recovery work in these fields, insofar as these
scholars also attempt to not only recover individual texts, but also to change the way we see the
reading and writing practices of Black people in the past. While Gardner argues for the value of
looking in “unexpected places”—including geographical and “ideological and metaphysical
places” (15) for African American contributions to print culture, Santamarina advocates
attunement to the “dialectics of appropriation, participation, and contestation that crosscut and
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characterize race formations across time and space” as a way of enriching larger theoretical
formulations such as the Black Atlantic (312).
While all recovery work aims to recover something overlooked, both Gardner and
Santamarina have something other than archival totality in mind in their projects. They both
encourage historical and local specificity as a kind of care that dignifies not just overlooked
people or documents, but whole kinds of experience. Recent scholarship in African American
children’s literature also draws on this work in African American book history, responding
(explicitly or implicitly) to Gardner’s call by attending more closely to the unexpected places of
African American children’s print culture. Nazera Sadiq Wright’s work is pioneering in this area,
and explicitly engages Gardner, illuminating often-overlooked genres such as periodicals, advice
columns and conduct books. In addition, Kate Capshaw Smith’s and Anna Mae Duane’s recent
edited collection includes essays on contributions by and for children to specific periodicals—the
Colored American and the Christian Recorder (Nazera Sadiq Wright and Eric Gardner
respectively), letters written by African American children in New Orleans for composition
classes (Mary Niall Mitchell), and documents in a specific archive—the American Antiquarian
Society (Laura Wasowicz). What all this scholarship has in common is a speculative thread that
strives to imagine history otherwise and a desire to share these imaginings so that others follow
in their footsteps. Clark partakes of this speculative tendency in this piece, not only showing that
his sisters were amateur journalists, but reminding amateur journalists that African American
women could be amateur journalists, and that their experiences in the movement were specific.
I also emulate Clark’s method in my attention to caring for his sisters’ archive of work.
Insofar as Clark illuminates the ways in which amateur journalism was different from what white
amateur journalists believed it to be, and creates a speculative space by imagining the way
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amateur journalism might have done better by his sisters, Clark also performs a care not just for
his sisters, but also for their archive of work that is similar to the care Bethany Nowviskie
advocates having for digital tools, texts, and archives—the “literal objects of our affection” (“On
Capacity and Care”). Nowviskie argues that an ethic of care for such objects and texts would
imply attending to “context, interdependence, and vulnerability—[to] fragile little things and
their interrelation” (“On Capacity and Care”). In the context of archives then, attending to local
knowledge and recovering the context necessary to find and interpret the significance of not just
the obvious “big” stories and genres, but also the “unexpected places” can be seen as a practice
of care. In responding to Gardner’s call to theorize unexpected places, then, I also aim to practice
archival care, and more specifically, to emulate Clark’s method of archival care.
In addition to the ways in which Clark’s method and my method draw on care, I also
argue that care suffuses the work of the Clarks in a larger sense, showing how they, like Zelda
Arlington in chapter 3, demonstrate the value of care as an alternate heuristic to literary quality
or individual literary agency—a more commonly used rubric for determining our focus as
children’s literature scholars. Moreover, I also demonstrate in chapter 3 that care can allow us as
children’s literature to enrich our concepts of children’s agency. Care allows us, for instance, to
enrich Marah Gubar’s kinship theory by focusing not on collaborative agency shared between
young people and adults, but on agency shared via mentoring and networking between young
people based on common factors of their identity such as gender or race. In chapter 3, I analyzed
how Zelda Arlington’s care for the young white women with whom she exchanged and
networked surpasses literary quality as a way of reading her participation in amateur journalism,
and how the use of this heuristic problematizes our use of child-adult collaboration as a
framework for agency in children’s literature scholarship. Arlington’s work directly and
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indirectly led to the participation and success of many other young (white) women in the ‘Dom,
and therefore provides an interesting counterpoint between the ways in which children and adults
collaborate. Additionally, while her work did not continue for long, it demonstrates the existence
of a legacy that went on beyond her own limited participation of five years, making care a more
apt and useful heuristic for understanding Arlington’s agency than literary quality or effort.
Herbert Clark’s care for his sisters, Ernestine and Consuelo, presents another case in which
young people care for each other based on a common aspect of their identity—in this case, race.
And while Nash’s theory of love politics demonstrates that Clark’s care for his sisters goes well
beyond just identity politics, this case is another in which power is not distributed along lines of
age at all; instead, amateur journalism mirrors the adult world in its attempts to segregate,
exclude, and tokenize African American participants. It is these attempts at exclusion, rather than
any age-based lack of power, that prompt the Clarks to support each other. In addition to Clark’s
care for his sisters, the work of Consuelo Clark also demonstrates how care can be an important
alternative heuristic for children’s literature scholars. In her criticism, which demonstrates
critique of amateur journalism and in her fiction—a piece entitled “No Man is a Hero to His
Valet”—which demonstrates a wider critique of the ways that social class and racialization can
control one’s destiny, Consuelo exhibits a commitment to social justice and care. Moreover, she
demonstrates a commitment throughout her life to her family’s larger project of working at the
intersection between print culture and social justice—not only using the written word for social
justice, but pursuing projects based on their ethical values, which she then publicizes or
documents via periodicals.
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“The Attractiveness of the Girls I Knew”: Herbert Clark’s Advocacy for African American
Women
In attending to the experiences of a group of young Black amateur journalists in
Cincinnati, I attempt not so much to illuminate an unexpected place, as to show how it could be a
particularly apt place for looking for African American children’s creative productions in the
nineteenth century. Cincinnati and Ohio in general are not forgotten places amongst historians of
nineteenth century African American culture. Rather, there is a rich body of scholarship that
demonstrates that Ohio was a unique and important location in African American culture.
Cincinnati’s “colored school system” has been analyzed by many scholars of education and
history (M. Christine Anderson, Nancy E. Bertaux, Nikki Taylor, Adah Ward Randolph)29 and
Cincinnati’s Black community more generally has been analyzed by historians of African
American culture such as Nikki Taylor. According to Nikki Taylor, in the nineteenth century,
Cincinnati was a city that “offers information about the black educational experience in a city
that assumes aspects of southern, northern, and western identities” (“African Americans’ Strive”
286). Taylor argues that Cincinnati’s educational climate was exceptional due to the high level of
educational capital the area’s Black community held even in the early nineteenth century—
including the number and quality of teachers and legacy of private schooling, which dates from
thirty years before the establishment of the first common school in 1849 (“African Americans’
Strive” 286). This educational strength makes Cincinnati an excellent location for an inquiry into
Black children and young people’s creative work.

29

See Anderson and Bertaux’s “Education, Citizenship, and African American Community in Nineteenth-Century
Cincinnati: Issues of Social, Cultural, and Human Capital” Bertaux and Washington’s, “The ‘Colored Schools’ of
Cincinnati and African American Community in Nineteenth-Century Cincinnati, 1849-1890,” Ward’s, “Building
upon Cultural Capital: Thomas Jefferson Ferguson and the Albany Enterprise Academy in Southeast Ohio, 18631886,” and Taylor’s “African Americans’ Strive for Educational Self-Determination in Cincinnati before 1873.”
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Given the possibilities for literacy and education available in Cincinnati, it is perhaps not
surprising that Herbert Clark begins his piece in Ink Drops by addressing his own and his
family’s background in print culture in order to dispel amateurs’ assumptions that he is
exceptional. This attempt to reclaim his own work as a product of his family’s enmeshment in
print culture, and the work they did to make such a life possible for him, can be seen as a strategy
of self-love that extends to them. “I do not consider myself a freak” Clark writes, and establishes
that “the intellectual environment amid which I was reared quite naturally produced an amateur
journalist” (“A Drop of Black Ink” 99). Clark uses the word “freak” to rhetorically bring up and
reject the idea that he somehow came from nowhere, and instead, reminds readers that he has an
intellectual history worth being proud of. Clark then details his journalistic and professional
lineage more explicitly, noting that his mother graduated from Oberlin and his father “edited
Frederick Douglas’s paper at Rochester, N.Y., and afterwards, risked his life, and sale into
slavery, by crossing the Ohio river to stick type and edit an anti-slavery paper in Kentucky”
(100). Clark not only posits his own family’s credentials in achieving uplift, but also their
devotion to enabling others to achieve freedom—the basis for all uplift. He also establishes that
he received many advantages including having access to a wealth of journalistic publications. “I
cannot recall the day,” he writes “when a daily paper was not shoved under our door, and as for a
library, few white men, tho’ possibly wealthier, possessed one as large and complete as my
father’s. In my boyhood days, there was no magazine, from ‘Frank Leslie’s Weekly’ to ‘Our
Boys’ from ‘Harper’s’ to ‘Atlantic Monthly’ that did not regularly reach our table” (100). Here,
Clark makes explicit the link between his family’s educational attainments and his own relative
privilege. In establishing this link, Clark again works to destabilize the myth of the exceptional
Black person by showing his dependence on his family. In this way, their care for him and desire
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for him to have a better life reestablishes the grounds for Clark’s dignity. Clark’s comparison of
the literature he read as a child to the literature adult white men may have had access to shows
that he desires to demonstrate his location within an environment saturated with print culture and
problematize any assumption of a lack of literacy amongst Black people generally. While Clark’s
use of white men for this comparison shows that he knows that Black people often do face a lack
of access, he nonetheless wishes to resist the automatic assumption that he lacks privilege, which
might imply that his progress exhibits a kind of exceptionality not normally reachable for Black
people—that he is “a freak.”
Clark also notes the affective contributions both he and his family made to the
community and the ways in which those contributions were unevenly reciprocated by white
amateur journalists. In this context, Clark shows how his and his family’s labor and the exclusion
of women of color like his sisters from the amateur community were both issues of private
emotion and public politics. This bridging of the private and public recalls Nash’s positioning of
Black feminist theory as an influence on affect theory—both of which “problematize the
boundaries between private and public and draw intimate connections between the subjective and
the social, between emotional and political” (Nash 4). Under Nash’s concept of love politics,
interracial partnerships like that between Clark and Swift are political, as are the apparent social
shunning his sisters experienced.
Clark tells the story of his relationship with Edwin Booth Swift, a prominent amateur
journalist in Cincinnati and the husband of Zelda Arlington. After experiencing the failure of his
ostensibly homemade self-inking press, the “product of genius,” Clark relates that “this led me to
call on the services of Dr. Edwin B. Swift, then a hard-working boy, employed by day in a shoe
factory, and by night setting up type and printing his own and other papers” (“A Drop of Black

176
Ink” 101). The exchange between Clark and Swift seems in some ways even. While Swift
printed Clark’s paper, Swift also apparently gained much from Clark as well—particularly in the
way of “encouragement in his ambition to become a dentist by his visits to our home and talks
with my father” (101). However, Clark somewhat wryly and perhaps even bitterly remarks that
“one thing is certain, just because Ed was white, we never feared he would marry any of our
sisters. And he didn’t” (101). Clark at first seems pleased that the fears many white young men
might have for their sisters—that their male friends might want to whisk them away in
marriage—did not apply to him. Such fears were especially prevalent in the narrow world of
amateur journalism where young people of both sexes mixed freely at conventions and fellow
journalists often married. However, the fact that his sisters were not considered acceptable for a
white man to marry makes this a bitter reality that clearly delimits a difference between himself
and his white amateur journalist friends. Moreover, the “And he didn’t” shows that Clark’s
suspicions were both cynical and completely correct.
Clark also draws attention to his sisters’ exclusion from amateur journalism as a means of
addressing white journalists’ arguments against personally associating with him. In showing the
mostly white public of amateur journalism that he had sisters and that they were excluded from
the organization due to attempts to socially ostracize Clark himself, Clark reminds amateurs of
the unintended personal consequences of their actions against him—in effect, he makes the
political personal. Discussing the articles that many southern amateurs had written during the
Civil Rights Controversy to advocate his exclusion from the association, Clark summarizes their
arguments thus: “The curve that was deemed a sure strikeout to Northern amateurs was ‘Would
you take Clark into your own home, feed him at your table, and introduce him to your
sisters?’…At this time, two of my sisters were writing for Le Bijou” (107). In bringing up his
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sisters in the context of discussing the families of white amateur journalists who were assumed
not to want to know him, Clark gives a piece of information that he assumes white amateurs do
not know—the fact that his sisters participated in amateur journalism. Thus, without overtly
saying so, Clark subtly suggests that his sisters were ostracized from white amateur journalism
communities. Clark later returns to his sisters, detailing their accomplishments both within and
outside amateur journalism. While one sister “published ‘The Bijou Polka,’ a composition of
merit,” another “led for four years the graduates of Yale, Harvard, Dartmouth, etc. at the Boston
Homeopathic College and finished with the highest honors of the class” (“A Drop of Black Ink”
107). Clark then muses “So it would appear there were sisters and sisters, and let it be hoped the
honors of introduction were to be equal all round” (107). In addition to having to contend with
white amateurs’ doubts that he himself was worth knowing, Clark’s need to explain to amateur
journalists how talented his sisters were again implies that they were not widely known and
celebrated, and were perhaps even deliberately excluded from amateur community. Clark’s
concern for his sisters here points out that white amateur journalists were not the only ones with
families to think about and shows up the hypocrisy and hatefulness of white amateurs’ attempt to
use purported social inequality between whites and blacks as a justifiable grounds for exclusion
from the organization.
The appeal of this statement to the reader is also affective, as it is based on the emotion
Clark feels for his sisters—his anger at having to explain to amateur journalists how
accomplished his sisters were. In pointedly reminding amateurs that he too has important human
emotional connections, and that his life is as much absorbed in care for his sisters as their lives
are in their “care” for their families, Clark unmasks the extent to which in white amateurs’
claims to protecting their families from Clark, they acted as if theirs were the only feelings and
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families worth caring about. In revaluing his own experience and that of his sisters, Clark draws
public attention to his sisters’ feelings, and creates a journalistic space of care built to prioritize
them, as opposed to one built around prioritizing institutional reform or the feelings of white
amateur journalists.
Clark’s statements about his sister here also point out the racist basis of white amateurs’
arguments against him, which seemed to have been based on their assumption that being Black
made him more liable to be a sexual predator. In bringing up his sisters, Clark unmasks the logic
of white supremacy by emphasizing that he also had sisters—in effect, that Black women are
women too. Like the white women who are ostensibly being protected from Clark by their white
amateur husbands and brothers, Clark’s sisters also deserve protection and care from men and
polite notice in society and full companionship and membership in the world of amateur letters.
Another way in which Clark exhibits care for his sisters is in the strange tense of his
statement of hope that his sisters “were to be” included via the courtesy of mutual introductions.
From Clark’s detailing of his sisters’ achievements, readers know that his sisters were not in fact
“to be” included in amateur society and were seemingly unknown to other amateurs. In this
instance, then, Clark both imagines a better future for his sisters and tries to rewrite the past—
again, an operation that uses affect as a reason for political imagining. In the scenario Clark
imagines, he would be invited to the homes of other amateurs where he would meet their
families, but they would also be invited into his home and introduced to his sisters. Unlike the
actual situation in which both he and his sisters felt slighted by Swift’s lack of potential interest
in them, the honors of introduction would in this case be “equal all round.” However, Clark’s
manipulation of tense is crucial to his performance of love politics here, as it allows him to put
the emphasis not on imagining how he hopes things might be in the future, or how he imagines

179
things could have been different in the past, but on invoking an “us” whom he imagines as
hoping along with him. The real work of imagining that Clark performs here is this imagination
that others amongst Ink Drops’ ostensibly largely white readership would hope along with him.
This “let us hope” also allows Clark to avoid stating how things really were—a move that, while
it may seem to stem at first, from a felt necessity to let white amateurs off the hook emotionally,
also serves as a helpful distancing mechanism. Rather than shaming white amateurs, which
would require Clark to perform the emotional labor of anger and to rhetorically ask for sympathy
from a possibly unsympathetic white audience, he instead inhabits a position of staid and yet
palpable outrage. This outrage creates a space for himself and his sisters that balances the need to
demand reform with the need to preserve one’s own resources.
Clark usage of the word “sisters” evokes not only his biological relationship with
Ernestine and Consueo, but also the more general rhetorics of sisterhood used by white women
to denote an ostensibly unified group of women and by African American men and women to
denote a sense of kinship with fellow Black women. In evoking the first usage of the word, Clark
reminds readers that his sisters were not treated equally to the white women who were part of
amateur journalism—there were some sisters (theirs), and other sisters (his), and they were not
treated the same way. The usage of the word “sister” also shows, however, that Clark advocates
for his sisters for two reasons—not only because they are members of his birth family, but also
because they are African American women. They are both his sisters and sisters in a more
general sense, deserving of advocacy whether or not they were technically related. This fact is
exhibited by Clark’s final reference to the two women, which comes as part of his recounting of
his advocacy for Cincinnati as the official convention city of 1880. “Among the things said by
me, and reproduced in the papers” he writes,
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was mention of ‘Cincinnati’s hilltop beer gardens and its pretty girls.’ The only girls I
knew were colored girls, and from that day to this, I have wondered if it were the beer or
the attractiveness of the girls I knew, that brought the convention to the Queen City of the
West. (“A Drop of Black Ink” 110)
On the surface, this statement reads similarly to the offensive attention young men often paid to
young women’s appearance and bodies in amateur spaces, which was rooted in the logic of
complementarity—the assumption that male amateurs needed female amateurs not as
professionals, but as mates. Clark transforms this logic in his statement however, emphasizing
the distinction in thinking between himself and young white men. While young white men
undoubtedly pictured the white girls who were their sweethearts and wives when they heard
Clark’s speech, this was not Clark’s intention in writing. Rather, Clark pictured the young Black
women he knew. This distinction again serves to show that white male amateurs did not consider
Black women to be social equals—girls they would marry. In this statement, however, Clark also
takes a step away from advocating just for his sisters, and instead (unbeknownst to white male
amateurs), promotes the African American young women of his city in general as equal to white
women. This step bridges Clark’s advocacy for his sisters’ writing with his larger commitments
to debunking the logics of tokenization and advocating for Black people’s accomplishments and
worth in general. Clark emphasizes that the girls he knew were competent in every way—
beautiful, talented, and perfectly requisite in the domestic and emotional roles of sweetheart/wife
and sister. It is thanks to him that scholars today can investigate the work of his sisters and begin
to uncover the work of African American women in amateur journalism more generally.
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“History” According to White Amateur Journalists: Amateur Journalism and the Legacy of
Minstrelsy and Tokenization
In contrast to Clark’s care for his sisters and his efforts to memorialize their work for the
benefit of history, many white amateur journalists exhibited an attention to his work that, even
when it seemed to be positive, was mixed with their racism and ambivalence toward undoing
white supremacy in the organization. While Clark’s piece as a whole works to positively rewrite
amateur history by drawing attention to the efforts of Clark and his sister, Grant and Brubaker’s
framing nevertheless engages in cruel caricature of Black people that perhaps unwittingly
perpetuates the history of racism in the organization. The piece begins with an incongruous
picture of a young Black boy next to a racoon and the caption “All coons don’t look alike to us.”
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Fig. 16, “All Coons Don’t Look Alike to Us.” Ink Drops, Jun. 1904, vol. 198, 1904, I-L. Library of Amateur
Journalism, University of Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.

The picture depicts a boy in a rural area dressed in the kind of clothing that might be
worn by a farm worker—certainly, a working-class child. The child is smiling and appears
happy. He is seated on a crate in front of what appears to be a crawl space or chicken coop. The
boy is posed casually, with one leg extended slightly in front of him and the other folded slightly
beneath him, giving an air of ease and congeniality. The pet raccoon wanders nearby with a
leash. This photograph seems simple enough at first—a depiction of a child’s simple, innocent
happiness as he takes a break from play with his pet. The outdoor location does lend a slightly
romanticized, rural air to the photograph, and it is perhaps this environment that first suggests
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that its depiction of a young Black man as happy might not be ideologically innocent, but rather,
be in the service of a larger project of arguing for the existence of a happy rural past during the
reign of slavery.
When taken in the context of the framing of the larger piece, however, this depiction
takes more overt racist associations attributed to Black people by the white imagination. More
specifically, the picture can be positioned as drawing on the imagery of the pickaninny, which
Robin Bernstein describes as an “imagined, dehumanized black juvenile” figure who “was
typically depicted outdoors…and…merrily accepting or even inviting violence (Racial
Innocence 34). The cultural effect of this figure was “the evacuation of innocence from African
American children” via an “argument in a polygenetic vein for the irreconcilable differences
between black and white youth” (16). When juxtaposed with ostensibly innocent white children,
these dehumanized images created the idea that Black children were not children at all. This
image, as a photograph, does not engage in some of the common techniques of anti-black
dehumanization that illustration made possible—the exaggeration of lips and eyes, for instance.
Additionally, the presence of the leash posits a clear line of demarcation between human and
animal. While this image may seem quite different from the exaggerated, dehumanized figure of
the pickaninny, however, Bernstein lays out several characteristics of the figure and makes it
clear that it is not a unified mode of representation. Rather, the “pickaninny may be animalistic
or adorable, ragged or neat, frightened or happy” (34). The boy’s natural, casual representation
takes on a darker tone when juxtaposed with the caption “all coons don’t look alike to us.” This
phrase is apparently a reference to the title of a minstrel song, “All coons look alike to us.”30
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For more on the “coon” stereotype, which has its roots in the minstrel song, see David Pilgrim’s article on the
website of Ferris University’s Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia. The article describes the stereotype thus:
“The coon caricature is one of the most insulting anti-black caricatures. The name itself, an abbreviation of raccoon,
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While the song uses the word “coon” as a derogatory term for Black people, the image both
posits and denies the literal implication of this slur—the racist presumption of an
interchangeability between Black people and animals. The boy’s straightforward smile, his
relatively neat farming clothes, and his pet are all thus made to take on the tone of caricature.
While this image is viewable in one light as demonstrating an African American child’s
innocence, and therefore, his humanity, when juxtaposed with this text, it becomes instead an
image in which racism is violently imposed onto an unwitting subject. Like the pickaninny, the
boy in this picture is suddenly subject to violence. It is the violence of racism, however, rather
than a depiction of racist violence. Paradoxically, the child’s cuteness and innocence is what
allows him to be victimized by the editors’ cruel humor—the butt of their political (presumedly
intended to be antiracist) joke.

is dehumanizing. As with Sambo, the coon is portrayed as a lazy, easily frightened, chronically idle, inarticulate
buffoon” (Pilgrim).
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Fig. 17, “Mr. Herbert A. Clark.” Ink Drops, Jun. 1904, vol. 198, 1904, I-L. Library of Amateur Journalism,
University of Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.

The jarring attempt at humor made by this illustration in combination with the text below
is an example of what Bernstein calls “racial innocence.” In Bernstein’s analysis of children’s
material culture, she finds that “the culture of childhood…often retains and repurposes that
which has elsewhere become abject and abandoned (7)—including practices referring to the
history of minstrelsy or enslavement” (8). Though obviously deplorable, racial innocence is in a
sense, a means of making sense of the past—of metabolizing information, imagery and tropes
from the past that have an affective charge. At the same time, however, racially innocent
discourses deny their own racism and even the means by which they are created, thus passing off
the histories they create as natural—in this case, by disguising their cruel caricature in the guise
of an “innocent” joke. While Grant and Brubaker’s caption suggests that the foregoing piece of
writing will address, debunk, and possibly even mock the racist juxtaposition of this photo and
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caption, Grant and Brubaker nevertheless use racist rhetoric themselves here. The assertion that
“all coons don’t look alike to us,” which pretends to claim that they see Black people as
essentially unique and therefore human, is belied by the very use of the word “coon,” which calls
up the alleged interchangeability between Black people and animals that provided the logic for
slavery. It seems likely that the use of this picture was essentially a failed attempt here to mock
southern amateur journalists’ history of racism—to say, this is the sort of thing they might find
funny (and we don’t). However, the editors’ seeming ignorance of the racism of their own
rhetoric and imagery, and their attempt to play it off as if it were an innocent joke exhibits racial
innocence. Moreover, their desire to use this image as a gloss on Clark’s otherwise factual article
shows white amateurs’ desire to seize and make use of Clark’s amateur past, forcibly imprinting
the legacy of slavery and minstrelsy onto his participation in the amateur world of letters.
Finally, in using the picture for a piece written by Clark, Grant and Brubaker imagine Clark and
this boy as somewhat interchangeable. In light of Clark’s highly intellectual past and family
history, this choice of photograph seems inappropriate to say the least. It does not in any way
accurately depict Clark, but rather, willfully ignores Clark’s own attempts to recover and present
his history in a prominent Black middle-class family.
On a larger level, the issue of Ink Drops as a whole seems more genuinely invested in
theorizing rather than just replicating the legacy of white supremacy in amateur journalism. In
particular, the issue grapples with the way that tokenization has affected amateurs in the past and
the present. “Knocks by the Knocker,” for instance, an editorial piece by Alson Brubaker
composed of individual snippets, seems at first to articulate the familiar logic of tokenization,
arguing that “Colored people are not clamoring for admission into the association” (“Knocks by
the Knocker” 112). Brubaker thereby seems to suggest that the association is in no danger of
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having Black people join, and that the insertion of the word “white” is merely unnecessary
(“Knocks by the Knocker” 112). However, the writer actually attempts to unmask the N.A.P.A.’s
logic in inserting the word white, arguing that “the unwhite negro amateur has had his talents
exploited by the N.A.P.A. action, for it thus recognizes that his attainments might lead him to its
portal, and the word ‘white’ is requisite to keep him out” (112). The writer therefore
acknowledges that African American amateurs exist not just when they attend conventions and
run for office, making themselves available to the group’s tokenization. Rather, he posits that
African American youths undoubtedly write papers all the time, and that the white amateur
journalists who made this insertion did so in order to keep Black amateurs from openly
participating in the public aspects of amateur journalism.
However, the writer also justifies his argument for the inclusion of African American
amateurs on “the fact that he [the African American amateur] has borne his share of N.A.P.A.
labors creditably in the past,” which “establishes his merit beyond peradventure (112). While the
writer does believe there might be many African American journalists who could join the
N.A.P.A., he still needs to base his belief in their competency on the individual examples of
Clark and Pelham. Finally, this piece posits the insertion of the word ‘white’ as a new barrier
being erected, arguing that “Thus has the record of the world’s field of letters, which has been
open for ages to any that could add to its treasures, been besmirched in its amateuric replica by a
few mistaken zealots” (112). Again, this piece exemplifies the belief that the amateurs who
posited the insertion of ‘white’ were individuals acting against the desires of the larger
organization, and that their insertion makes what was previously an open field of literary
achievement into a closed one. While it is true that the insertion of the word “white” was the first
formal attempt at exclusion in the national association itself, this remark ignores the history of
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other types of exclusion, including white amateurs’ formation of an Anti-Negro National
Association and the general racism in the National Association that made young Black men and
women not want to join or be open about their identities.
Another similar snippet in “Knocks by the Knocker” works ambivalently with the logic
of tokenization. The writer gives the histories of the three known African American amateur
journalists, writing that “there were never more than two, more frequently only one, and
altogether just three unwhite negro amateurs in 32 years of the N.A.P.A. existence” (“Knocks by
the Knocker” 113). As this statement is delivered amidst a mass of facts about the political
offices held and conventions attended by these previous amateurs, it is unclear what the writer is
arguing. This fact is of course, inaccurate, as the amateur journalists who attended conventions
and held offices were likely only a small segment of the entire amateur journalist population. It is
also odd that this piece seems to overtly counter the prior piece’s statement implying that there
were many potential Black amateurs who could join the national organization. The effect of
juxtaposing these two pieces suggests that perhaps the author means to cast shame on the
association. While readers learn from the past article that there may be many African American
journalists, we now see that there have been very few who have come forward, suggesting that
they might have faced racism and impediments to entry even before the word “white” was
inserted.
This attempt to grapple with amateur journalism’s frequent tokenization of Black
amateurs occasionally veered into a frank desire to locate African American amateurs merely as
a means of keeping track of them. This impulse toward locating and tracking shows that white
amateurs’ desire to historicize may often have been more in the service of perpetuating white
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supremacy than ameliorating it. One example of this trend occurs in “The Negro in the
National,” published in The Fossil. The author writes that
as far as the probabilities of Southerner amateurs trying to change the constitution at
Atlanta, they are very dim. I expect to be there, and I would vote against any measure that
had not been submitted to our absent members. At the same time, I would vote against
the admission of negroes to membership. (“The Negro in the National” 35)
Nixon pretends to objectivity here in protecting the right of all amateurs to vote. However, he
does not attempt to hide behind this objectivity, but instead plainly states that he does not
actually want people of color to join the association. “As far as I know,” he continues,
the National has had three negro members in its lifetime. The first of these was Herbert
A. Clark, whose election as third vice-president…caused the withdrawal of every
Southern amateur from the N.A.P.A., and the extinction of Amateur Journalism in the
South for a decade. The second was B. Benj. Pelham who was elected corresponding
secretary…The third was James T. Walton, who never attended a convention and whose
color was probably unknown to more than a dozen amateurs of his day. There was
another applicant of color, I believe…but he was rejected, not because he was a negro,
but because he was not an amateur journalist. The three negroes I have mentioned above
are men who have forged ahead of their race—Clark in educational work, Pelham in
journalism, and Walton in medicine. Their record in the N.A.P.A. is clean—but it is no
argument for the admission of other negroes. No Southern amateur has raised this
question. It seems to have been started by people seeking an excuse for a quarrel. Yet as
San Francisco amateurs would probably blackball Chinamen who applied for
membership in the N.A.P.A. when the convention came their way…I will state right here

190
that, if a Negro makes application for membership in Atlanta, I shall certainly vote
against his admission. (35-6)
Nixon’s skewed logic is a strange kind of reverse tokenization. While tokenization would
suggest that rather than merely appreciating the work of Black amateurs, their work is supposed
to stand as some argument for the admission of other Black people, Nixon negates this logic by
denying that such an argument would be good enough. This shockingly straightforward
statement of racism exposes the degree to which allegedly democratic debate often functioned
within amateur journalism to suppress minorities. In expecting an argument for the admission of
more African American amateurs, Nixon demonstrates how amateurs’ debate—their “free
speech”—in accepting discussion on any topic also made the organization a haven for white
supremacy.
Nixon’s comparison of potential Western racism against Asian-Americans with his own
racism against Black people at the Atlanta convention also suggests a desire to map America as
white. Nixon’s careful documentation of each amateur along with the years of their election and
locations suggests that if he cannot erase the people of color who would become part of their
ranks he wants to at least feel more in control by keeping track of them. Nixon acknowledges
that he could be wrong about this number, citing one amateur journalist who did not discuss his
race publicly. Nixon’s comment paradoxically offers something to the scholar attempting to do
recovery work around amateur journalists of color, however, as he refers to several more Black
amateur journalists than most histories name—Walton and the unnamed rejected amateur
journalist. Not surprisingly, Nixon does not refer to E.H. Whitaker, the editor of the SemiOccasional Cedar Pointer (pictured in fig. 16), and the only known African American amateur
who stood to be evicted if the word “white” was allowed to stand in the constitution. Nixon’s
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racist inclusion of only the Black amateurs he deemed exceptional necessitates a lack of attention
to Whitaker and the other Black amateur who was denied admission (whom I believe to be Abel
P. Caldwell of Philadelphia, pictured in fig. 17).

Fig. 18, “Mr. E.H. Whitaker.” Ink Drops, Jun. 1904, vol. 198, 1904, I-L. Library of Amateur Journalism, University
of Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.
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Fig. 19, “Abel P. Caldwell, Philadelphia, PA. 1886.” Library of Amateur Journalism, University of Wisconsin,
Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL, Box 59, Fossil photographs, 1870s-1890s. Photo by the author.

Several other contemporary histories repeat this tendency to refer specifically to only a
few African American amateur journalists, and those histories have in turn been cited by modern
scholars. Even when scholars do not simply repeat earlier statistics, however, they tend to
analyze Black amateurs’ experiences as they intersect with white amateurs’ debates about race.
Paula Petrik, for instance, analyzes Black and white writers’ rhetoric around the Civil Rights
Controversy, which only occurred when Clark attended a convention, became known as a Black
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amateur, and ran for office. Meanwhile, other scholars prioritize analyzing the major dynamics
and characteristics of amateur journalism as a whole. For instance, Jessica Isaac uses quantitative
analysis as a means of “dealing more explicitly with the losses created by corpus creation and by
the process of data creation,” which allows her to more clearly understand how class controlled
amateur production (“Graphing the Archives” 341). However, her dedication to dealing with
amateur journalism as a whole prohibits the investigation of less apparently statistically
significant losses of corpus creation—in this case, the loss of two or three Black amateur
journalists. While understanding more about Black amateur journalists may or may not give us
more information about amateur journalism as a whole, our very lack of knowledge about how
many Black amateur journalists participated—and Black women in particular—prohibits
knowing how much this information could change our view of the whole. In addition, a view of
the whole also prohibits another necessity—understanding how those on the margins of the
organization were constructed by those in the center, and how the marginalized resisted this
construction. Despite white amateurs’ desire to keep track of amateurs of color, amateurs as a
group seem to have been completely unaware of the participation of young Black women. It is
even more important given this fact, however, to understand the archival structures that
contributed to their silencing so that these structures can be approached from the side and used
against themselves.

Archiving and Tokenization: Creating a Methodology to Illuminate the Planned Silences of
Amateur Journalism
The impulse to write informal histories of amateur journalism that is exhibited in
publications such as Ink Drops should be viewed as another side of amateur journalists’ penchant
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for archiving. Since at least the nineteenth century, amateur journalists have engaged in
systematic documentation, organization and preservation of their history through archives. And
just as informal amateur histories tokenize Black amateurs and write histories that exhibit racial
innocence, these formal archival practices both erase Black amateurs and plead innocent of that
erasure by hiding the createdness of the stories they tell. As Jessica Isaac notes “amateur
journalists approached their productions with the kind of fondness and later, nostalgia that
characterizes fraternities and sororities today, and that nostalgia motivated preservation efforts”
(“Graphing the Archives” 326). In her research, she addresses seven major collections of
amateur journals, and notes that David Tribby, a prominent member of the current amateur
journalism organization, “the Fossils,” is aware of twelve large collections holding between
1,000 and 5,500 titles and eleven smaller collections (317).
Crucial to the impulse to create such collections was the desire to thoroughly document
amateur journalism both in its totality (by attending to and amassing the whole) and in all its
complexity (by attending to exceptional or interesting individuals). In part, this entailed
collecting and organizing a huge number of issues and titles. In 1908, the Edwin Hadley Smith
Collection was completed and deposited at the Pratt Institute Free Library in Brooklyn, which at
the time contained 267 volumes of 27,000 amateur papers (“The Smith Collection,” The
Gothamite, Nov. 1908, 3). Smith then created a card catalog and had the papers bound in
volumes by year (“Youthful Enterprises” 106). In his article on the collection, Singer notes that
“a set of 10,500 cards has been provided so that any paper one may wish to see can be easily
found by referring to the card index” (“The Smith Collection,” The Gothamite, Nov. 1908, 3).
This statement makes it clear that the amateurs did not merely wish to save their collections, but
to encourage the viewing of individual issues for past amateurs. In addition to the choice to
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collect so many volumes, the choice to organize them by year, include a card catalog, and donate
them to a library suggests the desire to represent the whole of amateur journalism as an
archive—that is to say, in such a way that it can be parsed and understood both as a whole and
according to various vectors such as yearly participation. It is notable that the organization of the
archive in this way presents problems for non-amateur journalists, including scholars, who wish
to understand the general characteristics of amateur publications but who may not know either
what year they are interested in or what individual papers they wish to see.
The tension between the interesting individual and the tantalizing, though never graspable
totality is one of the key elements that makes researching amateur journalism so difficult, as
often, amateurs’ individual commitments and interests obscure their objective view of the whole
and may occlude the participation of amateurs whose views were unpopular or who were
marginalized in American culture at large. Isaac notes that while amateurs may have striven for
wholeness, the archives as they stand are anything but whole. Isaac’s description of the
characteristics of the kind of archive her method works best for also describes amateur archives
themselves. Such archives require thought about the methodologies that one will apply to them
because they involve:
1) decentralized practices of production, as opposed to collections where one or a few
entities controlled production, 2) imperfect records, where the field cannot be
accounted for in its entirety, and 3) arrangement around particular interests that
reflect specific commitments and have an uncertain relationship to the larger textual
field, as in collections assembled because of their relationship to a person or event,
rather than collections assembled to capaciously represent a textual formation
(“Graphing the Archives” 323).
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While in many cases, one or a few amateur journalists amassed collections, the many amateurs
who contributed collections to each larger collection in addition to the nationwide exchange lists
give a (false) sense of wholeness. Isaac’s second two points demonstrate that this wholeness is an
illusion. Amateurs did have imperfect records—in part because the participation of many
amateurs was short-lived and because amateur journalism itself was such a large field of
production. As Isaac notes, the field of amateur journalism experienced periodic spikes in
participation so that “Amateurdom at its largest…would be so large as to limit any one amateur’s
direct contact with other papers to roughly one third or one fourth of the total number”
(“Graphing the Archives” 331). Finally, the issues held in the archives of amateur journalism
represent not the shape of the whole at local or national levels, but the exchanges of specific
individuals who contributed to the collection—pieces of information which are known in some
cases and not in others.31 While it is unknown how many African American women participated
in amateur journalism, amateur journalism’s reliance on personal relationships combined with
the social exclusion of Black women from the organization could be one reason their
participation has been obscured.
Researching marginalized young people in amateur journalism then, requires a carefully
conceived method—one that I want to document not only as a way of modeling a path for such
research, but also as a way of modeling the transparency and constructedness that archival
narrative must have to avoid perpetuating a false sense of completeness and reproducing its own
omissions. To theorize appropriate archival methods for amateur journalism, I draw on object-
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Isaac notes, for instance, that the McArthur Public Library and Rochester Institute of Technology’s collections of
papers represent the collections of individual amateurs (“Graphing the Archives” 329). However, in cases where
multiple amateurs donated or sold collections to the primary amateur cataloging the collection (as in the Edwin
Hadley Smith collection), these actions are not often clearly traceable, again serving to hide any particular individual
biases that might otherwise be apparent.
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oriented feminist Elizabeth Povinelli’s ideas about objects as assemblages. Because Povinelli
recognizes objects not as unitary things, but as “assemblages” that are made up of various
parts—including the social forces that have brought them into being, she sees scientists and
humanist interpreters as just another part of these assemblages—but a crucial part that can come
to dictate what objects mean and what they are. Similarly, as the interpreter of the Clarks’
periodicals, I feel a need to account for and document my own role in making meaning out of
these pieces, which unlike canonical literature, require much historical contextualization and
research to be made to signify. Unlike work on canonical texts, archival work does not start out
with the given, about which stories have already been told. Rather, scholars who work with
archives identify an absence, and attempt to find and piece together small, sometimes apparently
inconsequential bits of information that seem to relate to that absence. Therefore, to present this
narrative without explaining the methods by which I found sources, the reasons I looked for
them, and the interventions and choices I made would be to replace the totalizing narrative of
amateur journalism with another totalizing narrative.
Due to the totalizing nature of some representations of amateur journalism, which often
hide their own omissions, it is important when researching marginalized amateurs to consult
local and regional sources that present a more granular picture than that of national sources, or
soruces that claim a larger scope. A local focus in the case of the Clarks was a fruitful one, as
amateur catalogs often allow one to see the location of journals. Through analyzing the catalogs
of the American Antiquarian Society and the University of Wisconsin Madison’s Memorial
Library, I was able to locate a number of Cincinnati journals and the years in which they were
first published. As amateur journals are organized in volumes by year, this process often involves
searching in several different years for the same title, making it a ponderous but effective
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method. Additionally, searching census records is another way of researching amateur journals
according to location. Knowing that Consuelo and Ernestine lived in Ohio allowed me to search
census and city directory records for information on them. Moreover, knowing that Cincinnati
was a hub of Black literary and religious culture in the nineteenth century prompted me to ask
whether amateur journalism was racially integrated—a question I attempted to answer by
looking in the census for the other young women listed in Ohio exchange lists. Finally, knowing
that Conseulo and Ernestine were related to a prominent Cincinnatian allowed me to research
secondary sources on their father32 and local newspapers for more information about their
activities. My own focus on the local in researching Consuelo and Ernestine Clark allowed me to
present a picture that positions the two young women within their family and local cultures even
when they seem to be all but absent from the sources related overtly to amateur journalism.

The Amateur Work of Consuelo Clark
Within amateur journalism, Clark’s piece mentioning his sisters’ work is the sole source
of information about these women. Neither of these young women are ever mentioned in
contemporary scholars’ descriptions of African American participation in amateur journalism,
and to my knowledge, are not known to the curators of major amateur journalism collections
with whom I have worked, or to the few scholars who focus on amateur journalism.33 Moreover,
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These resources include the scholarly website, Colored Convention Heartland: Black Organizers, Women and the
Ohio Movement, where I originally discovered the two women’s names, and Nikki Taylor’s biography of Peter
Humphries Clark, Herbert Clark’s father. Though neither of these sources mention Consuelo or Ernestine’s amateur
journalism, their work gave me valuable context for interpreting their amateur journalism and a starting point from
which to continue researching.
33
I have done archival research at the Amateur Newspaper Collection, housed at the American Antiquarian Society
and the Amateur Journalism Collection at the University of Wisconsin’s Memorial Library. I have discussed the
apparent lack of African American female participation in amateur journalism with AAS curators, Vince Golden and
Dennis Laurie, Memorial Library Special Collections curator, Robin Rider and amateur journalism scholar, Jessica
Isaac. None of these individuals who are experts in these collections had ever heard of the participation of African
American girls or young women.
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they are never mentioned in discussions of the history of amateur journalism by practitioners,
giving the impression that not only are these women not known today for their amateur
journalism, but also that they were either not well-known amongst other amateur journalists in
their own day or quickly forgotten. Finally, in exchange columns from a selection of journals
published in Ohio from 1879-1890,34 neither of the sisters are mentioned by name, or by any
piece that, to my knowledge, they wrote. Neither were they listed as present at any local or
regional conferences. This confirms that they were not well-known during their day—even in
their regional and local organizations.
Clark’s sisters, Ernestine Clark and Consuelo Clark, were born in 1854 and 1861,
respectively, making them, two years older than and four years younger than their brother. In the
years 1878 and 79, Consuelo produced “Consuelo’s Corner” a regular column in Clark’s paper.
While Ernestine’s contribution is less clear, it is possible that “Bijou Polka” was by Ernestine, as
amateurs tended to stick to either literature or criticism—her sister’s department. As young
children, the two sisters probably benefited from the access to magazines and books that their
brother had. Unlike their brother Herbert who though he went on to live a successful life as a
teacher and newspaper editor, did not finish high school, both girls graduated from Gaines High
School and pursued higher education—Ernestine attending the Cincinnati Music Academy and
Consuelo attending Boston University and becoming the first African American and the first
woman of any race to graduate from that institution with an M.D. (America’s First Black
Socialist 74).

34

Cincinnati journals I consulted were The Dauntless (1880), The Graphium (1880), Lux Luminum (1880), The
Buckeye (1880), Expiring Gasps (1881), Junior Record (1881), Ohio Official (1881), Amateur Sun (1882), The
Phoenix (1882), High School Monthly (1882), Russell’s Amateur Transient (1882), Cincinnati Official (1883),
Cincinnati Weekly Amateur (1883), Queen City Boys (1883), Idyllic Hours (1883-1884), The Junior Record (1883),
Cincinnati Amateur (1884), Our Young People (1884), The Palladium (1886), and The Picayune (1886).
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The fact that Consuelo and Ernestine lived in Cincinnati allowed them to have an
education that was grounded in a strong Black community that had striven for several
generations to claim their civil rights as free citizens. As Nikki Taylor establishes, the legacy of
private schooling for Black students in Cincinnati dated from thirty years before the
establishment of the first common school in 1849 (286). After white Cincinnatians insisted that
Black students leave their common schools, effecting segregation in 1849, the Black community
had a solid model to build upon in creating their own school system (286). In 1849, the Black
community established a separate school system for Black children with all Black teachers and
its own separate Black-run and controlled board of trustees—of whom Clark was president
(Bertaux and Washington 44). At Gaines High School, according to school board reports first
excavated by Walter McKinley Nicholes, the curriculum included German, Latin and musical
training for both young men and women. In addition, classes were coeducational (Nicholes 113,
123). For girls in the late nineteenth century, this was an exceptionally advanced curriculum in
the equality of its teaching to boys and girls, and it no doubt prepared Consuelo and Ernestine for
their careers in medicine and music, respectively. Ernestine is listed in Cincinnati directories as
alternately, a schoolteacher and a music teacher. She began her professional career in 1875,
making her overlap with Clark’s major period of amateur productivity (beginning in 1878)
narrow. And while she certainly could have continued to publish in his journal and others after
becoming a professional, perhaps the beginning of her professional life provides a reason for
why there is less evidence of her work in Clark’s paper. Meanwhile, Consuelo did not receive
her medical degree until 1884, making the period of pre-professional overlap between her and
Clark longer, and perhaps explaining her larger body of work for his paper.
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As Clark establishes in his article, Consuelo and Ernestine could also be proud of
belonging to a family (and a city) whose members were enmeshed in the intersection between
civil and human rights and print culture. Their great-grandmother, Elizabeth “Betty” Clarke was
enslaved to a William Clarke in Charlottesville, Virginia, and later Paddy’s Run Kentucky,
during much of her adult life (America’s First Black Socialist 18-19). Upon his death, Clarke
freed Betty and her children except for her youngest child, Elliott. Betty later moved to
Cincinnati with her other children, at which time she began going by Elizabeth and dropped the
‘e’ from her name—in the words of Taylor, “charting a new destiny for herself and her children”
(20). After her youngest child Elliott was finally manumitted on his twenty-first birthday,
Elizabeth Clark decided to sue her ex-owner’s son for the wages she earned while working for
him after her manumission. She sued him using a promissory note her ex-master’s son had given
her, and enlisted the aid of Augustine Respass, a slaveholder neighbor of her ex-owner’s son to
sign a bond for her court costs and provide her with an attorney (21). As Taylor argues, this
“created a legacy of empowerment and activism for her family,” but I’d also like to argue, a
legacy of print culture. In Gardner’s call to look in unexpected places, he names freedom suits as
one such underexamined location of African Americans’ engagement with print culture (15).
Similarly to such a suit, in order to win, Elizabeth Clark had to engage with print in rhetoricallysound ways—in particular, knowing the value of and hanging onto the promissory note given to
her for the wages, choosing Augustine Respass as her sponsor and then writing a letter to him to
request that he do this. Consuelo and Ernestine’s father’s life was filled with printing and writing
for the sake of activism. In addition to his work teaching in the colored school system, Clark
wrote a petition for the 1852 Convention of the Colored Freemen of Ohio encouraging the
formation of labor unions amongst Black citizens (Taylor 66), and delivered many speeches
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advocating for civil rights and unions (66). From childhood, Peter Clark was also involved in the
practical aspects of printing, as he participated in editing and printing a monthly paper at his high
school entitled The Reformer and Cincinnati High School Messenger (America’s First Black
Socialist 30), and held jobs as a stereotyping apprentice, editor, and publisher (“African
Americans’ Strive” 290).
While Consuelo’s amateur journalism does not overtly exist at the intersection between
print culture and civil rights, her engagement in amateur journalism shows a desire for education
for both personal and community betterment that she later makes good on in her career as a
doctor. In addition, Consuelo’s amateur journalism is a gutsy effort in and of itself. In one of the
whitest, malest spaces for young people in the nineteenth century, she asserted her right to
participate free of harassment and enjoy literary community (albeit without appearing in public).
Additionally, she exhibited an interest in the literary critical side of amateur journalism that was
not usual for women, and thus, charts new territory for analyzing the meaning of amateur
journalism for young women and young people of color in the nineteenth century.
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Fig. 20, “Consuelo’s Corner.” Le Bijou, Sept. 1878, vol. 41, 1878, K-M. Library of Amateur Journalism, University
of Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.

Consuelo’s Corner
“Consuelo’s Corner” appeared for the first time in September 1878 issue of Le Bijou. In
her column, Consuelo reviews amateur journals and books. The fact that this column is one of
Consuelo’s only known contributions to amateur journalism firmly situates her as an amateur
critic—a role not frequently held by young women, and that many in the community thought to
be a specifically masculine role. Many young women did run “corners” and “girls’ departments”
toward the end of amateur papers, but many were more focused on girls’ issues or amateur
politics than literary criticism. The Comet, for instance, included a girls’ department by
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Afterglow with articles such as “Sunshine and where to find it” about how to be a good influence
on one’s family and community (Feb. 1880). The tone of this column was saccharine and
directed explicitly and only to girls. Others such as the St. Louis Telephone’s “Our Girls,” edited
by “two young ladies from New York” were more serious but dedicated to specifically feminine
subjects such as crafts (Jan. 1884). Though more general, Nettie Woodzelle’s “Girls’
Department” in Progress is likewise addressed to “dear girl friends,” and is “devoted especially
to the interests of young ladies,” limiting its appeal, and suggesting that her primary focus will be
on news or trends, rather than literature (Oct. and Nov. 1884). Situated on the sixth and seventh
page of the paper, “Consuelo’s Corner” is long, taking up three full columns of text, bespeaking
a desire to take up space and be taken seriously. The position of her corner toward the end of
each issue also suggests that her work was associated more with the exchange column and with
editorial comments on literary work than with the literary work often positioned closer to the
front.
Both the appearance of Consuelo’s column and the content exhibit a marked masculine
identity within the ‘Dom, and also suggests that one reason she adopted such an identity was to
cultivate a private and therefore safer identity that was relatively sheltered from potential
harassment. Both women and African Americans faced harassment and bullying in amateur
journalism, and Consuelo had seen firsthand the attempts to exclude her brother from the ranks
of NAPA membership and the accompanying racist assaults in amateur papers. Consuelo’s
identity as a Black woman, however, meant that she would be doubly excluded—simultaneously
not able to acceptably hobnob with the white female amateur journalists and not able to aspire to
the inclusion based on male camaraderie and tokenization that Herbert Clark achieved. While
white women were allowed to be part of amateur journalism by reason of their supposed ability
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to be a morally uplifting presence to amateur young men and because young white men saw
them as potential partners, Black women’s presence in convention spaces was more likely to be
met with sexual suspicion and perhaps even sexual violence. A comment that Clark made in an
issue of his paper reinforces the idea that convention and public space based their exclusion of
Black women on such stereotypes. Clark writes in his editorial column that “Ed Oldham favored
us with a tintype of himself lately. We’ve placed it in our album opposite our Black gal’s photo.
Sh—sh—Ed don’t run—She won’t hurt you” (qtd. Petrik 133). Clark’s taunt of Oldham, a
southern amateur and one who opposed Clark, plays on the fears Clark assumes he has of
presumedly hyper-sexual Black women. In evoking his girlfriend, Clark again shows that Black
women exist alongside known white amateur journalists, occupying the spaces next to their
pictures (and in the columns next to them), if not in convention spaces. Moreover, in showing
that Black women are already adjacent to amateur spaces, Clark shows that he believes white
amateurs would be fearful and diffident toward Black women if they decided to appear more
publicly in amateur public spaces such as conventions. Nazera Sadiq Wright discusses Black
women’s condition of unsafety in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. “Black
females of all ages,” she writes, “were very vulnerable to rape and sexual abuse at the hands of
white men, and sexual violence was a subtext that every black person would have been aware of
from a very young age” (Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth Century 162-3). Moreover, Wright
documents the ways in which the Black community’s fear of sexual violence against Black
women caused them to caution against unruly appearance and behavior in public places, in fear
that such actions would cause them to “attract the kind of attention that lead to assumptions
about their sexual mores” (163). Indeed, even white women in amateur journalism frequently
faced “spoony” advances such as the one faced by Zelda Arlington which I discuss in chapter 3.
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Such advances suggested amateur young men saw young women’s participation in amateur
journalism as an invitation—conflating their status as women in public with that of public
women. These advances would probably have been even more persistent, hostile and dangerous
for young Black women, however. It is likely then, that Consuelo’s assumption of a private
identity was due to her doubt that she would achieve full inclusion or even safety as a Black
woman within the ‘Dom.
Her signature, simply “Consuelo” printed in boxy, western capital letters, gives a
masculine feel to her column. The use of only one name might have made her difficult to
identify, if she were not known to the community, and suggests a wish to be anonymous—
perhaps because she did not wish her work to be maligned within the assumedly masculine field
of her choice, or because she did not wish to be identified at all. The title of the column is printed
in ornate dropped capitals framing the title printed in the same boxy western type as the
signature, bespeaks a desire to be seen as masculine (and therefore, critical). Her later column,
“Our Views” is somewhat more feminine in its typeset—ornate Gothic letters. However, this
font retains an elevated quality that still associates her with high literature. Her use of her name
in the byline—“Conducted by Consuelo”—instead of the title perhaps suggests that she was
gaining name recognition. It is also important to remember however, that the font used may have
had more to do with what was available and may even have been chosen by the printer—in this
case, Edwin Booth Swift.
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Fig. 21, “Our Views.” Le Bijou, Oct. 1878, vol. 41, 1878, K-M. Library of Amateur Journalism, University of
Wisconsin, Memorial Library, Madison, WI, Coll. ZL. Photo by the author.

Consuelo also demonstrates a desire to be seen as masculine in her overt display of
cultural capital and her knowledge of love. In addition to her use of a pseudonym and more
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subtle masculine associations then, Consuelo deliberately cultivates the idea that she is male via
the subjects she takes on. Consuelo contrasts a piece called “Sprays of Thought” favorably with
most amateur love poems. “Somehow or other,” she writes, “amateur poets seem to write love
poems with such ease. In fact, they write as if they knew little about love making” (“Consuelo’s
Corner,” Sep. 1878, 6). However, Consuelo argues that “no one but an experienced lover co’d
have written “Kissing” and “To G.S.” (6). This claim to knowledge about the process of “love
making” seems a kind of grasping to be identified as male, as knowledge of wooing women
functioned as a kind of male cultural capital in amateur journalism. Indeed, Consuelo’s claim
again evokes amateur journalism’s culture of treating women as potential mates and occasionally
using journalism as a thinly-veiled excuse for “love making.” This trend included incidents of
overt harassment such as the blackballing faced by Zelda Arlington after she neglected to publish
the fact of her marriage and thereby seemed to invite “spoony” advances from amateur young
men, as well as more insidiously creepy practices such as Frank Wicks’ practice of “hovering
near some Miss of the convention” in order to garner votes for an amateur political candidate
(“The Violet,” 4.2, Oct. 1885, 11). In these examples, boys took advantage of their proximity to
girls, leveraging the idea that they would ask for votes and take pictures of any amateur to spend
extra time with young women. In positioning herself an arbiter of poetry about lovemaking,
Consuelo aligns herself with the young men of Amateurdom insofar as she professes knowledge
of the lovemaking practices many of them claimed to be good at. More importantly, only a man
(and in all-white amateur journalism, only a white man) could make such a claim without a stain
to his reputation. Therefore, Consuelo’s identity as male allows her to make a point about the
verisimilitude of this scene that she otherwise couldn’t have made.
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However, Consuelo’s actual identity as female aligns her with white girls’ propensity to
critique male amateur wooing, and thereby, demonstrates a commitment to bettering amateur
journalism that shows care for the institution. While because amateurs did not know her identity,
this critique might not have been legible as such, knowledge of her true identity shows how she
used the mask of masculine identity to make a critique that many young women in amateur
journalism might have made. Consuelo’s critique is more subtle and less pointed than the earlier
critiques cited by young white women, however. Rather than point the finger at individual
amateurs as many white female commentators on “spoony” male behavior did, Consuelo makes
a comment about male amateur journalists’ knowledge of lovemaking in general. While on the
surface, Consuelo lauds a poem for its verisimilitude, she also emphasizes the way in which it is
superior to the norm. In lauding this poem then, Consuelo also characterizes the majority of male
amateurs as not very knowledgeable about wooing women, and subtly links sexual bravado and
“spoony” advances. If young male amateurs frequently boast about “making love” to women, but
are in fact not knowledgeable, this suggests that their “spoony” advances might also be an empty
show of sexual prowess. While Consuelo is less connected than the young women in chapter 3 to
a network of other amateur young women who might benefit from her critique of the institution’s
toxic masculinity, her critique nevertheless demonstrates a care for not only the preservation of
realism, but also an attitude of personal accountability towards love within amateur journalism.
Consuelo extends her tendency to criticism also to poetic talent. While she approves of
Morris’s content, she goes on to lightly criticize his poetic talent, as “here and there we might
criticize one or two poems as not agreeing with the rules of versification” (“Consuelo’s Corner,”
Sep. 1878, 6). “Yet even this may be corrected,” she posits “if we encourage the author” (6).
Here, Consuelo’s anonymity and presumed maleness allow her not only to criticize, but to
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advocate for Morris’s “encouragement.” Her criticism is fair-minded compared to some of the
more scathing criticism that was practiced in amateur journalism, and it seems that her mask of
universal objectivity allows her to adopt the superior, almost patronizing tone of white male
amateurs.
Consuelo takes a wittier tone in another criticism of “The Duke” who “has written a
novel preface to his book that reverse[s] the general order of things by making his preface serve
as a defiance against criticism” (6). Consuelo writes that “Byron first published his ‘Hours of
Idleness,’ was criticized and then came out with ‘English Bards’ and ‘Scotch Reviewers.’ But the
Duke has taken time by the fore-lock with the intention of killing two birds with one stone” (6).
Here, Consuelo again performs superiority and a critical attitude, but this time via the medium of
a joke that the writer would have to have significant cultural capital in order to understand.
Consuelo also sets up in her criticism a standard of literariness for the community to rise
to, and sets herself up as the arbiter of this standard. One gets an interesting view into her own
education here, which seems to have included not only the Romantic poets but significant
knowledge about their milieu. Consuelo again shows her knowledge of Romanticism and poetic
taste—not to mention her knowledge of the German language—when she critiques a translation
of the German poem “Lenore” by “the much abused Richard Gerner” (4). While Consuelo
herself does not “abuse” him, she does criticize his work lightly, “frankly confess[ing] that we do
not admire the versification” (“Our Views,” Oct. 1878, 4). “However,” she counters, “the
original is itself unhappy and weird in its conception and if we add to this the difficulties of
translating from the German, our criticism is somewhat modified” (4). She also criticizes his
taste in translation, arguing that “his very first line is too literal. ‘Lenore up started in her bed.’
This is evidently the original German idiom, but there is no reason why he should not have
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altered such an idiom in English so that it would be more finished or even good English” (4).
Here, Consuelo emphasizes Gerner’s lack of artistry in translation, his use of mere “literal”
translations instead of carefully chosen substitutes that convey meaning beautifully in the
translated language. Gerner’s misstep seems to be a lack of poetic thought, and an emphasis on
the strictly communicative qualities of language. Consuelo also shows her devotion to literary
taste in criticizing those who display their knowledge too indiscreetly. “The poem ‘Parem’” she
writes, “merely displays a mass of mythological knowledge that the author felt called upon to
versify” (6). Finally, Consuelo also holds up her literary standard by lauding others who do so.
“The aspiring editor of The Aspirant,” she notes, “deserves credit for departing from the old
custom of amateur editors and discussing subjects pertaining to the mature world” (7).
While Consuelo does set herself up as a literary figure, however, this literariness is once
again in the service of a critique of the organization. In this review, for instance, Consuelo mocks
the Duke more for his defensiveness—a frequent and much-disliked amateur trait—than for the
content of his piece. In attacking defensiveness, Consuelo attempts to better the organization
through encouraging professionalism. Indeed, Consuelo adopts an attitude that is more in line
with professional publications than with the general direction of amateur journalism in the 1880s.
As noted by Jessica Isaac, amateur journalists were “endlessly preoccupied with reputation,
honor, and self-presentation and they frequently reference or refute age as an index of ability”
(“Youthful Enterprises” 169). While amateurs who were young, female, and/or Black often had
to face more criticism, the Duke’s comments show that defensive attitudes were rampant even
amongst amateurs who were not in any way marginalized. Consuelo however, sets such
defensiveness up for ridicule, again holding the community to a standard more in line with
authors of mainstream literature than with their fellow amateurs. If even the defensive Byron
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would not stoop to such a deed, then the Duke should be held to the same standard. While it may
seem as though critique and care are at odds, Consuelo shows that the critique can serve the
important role of bettering the organizations of which one is a member and can be an important
way of taking the work of their members seriously.
This emphasis on literariness and taste is in contrast to the community-focused way in
which many amateur journalists approached criticism. Rather than focus only on the individuals
themselves or focusing only in a shallow way on their work, Consuelo’s criticism has a good
deal of rigor to it. Again, this shows a degree of genuine care for the community that was
paradoxically not shown by those whose amateur journalism included personal relationships with
other amateurs. Amateurs generally adhered to a narrow rhetorical arena, criticizing amateur
work itself, and frequently making ad hominem arguments against amateurs running for office,
but rarely venturing to make a reference from popular literature or culture. Jessica Isaac
recognizes this, documenting how amateur journalists “used their public to formulate and
experiment with self-representation” (“Youthful Enterprises” 165). She also argues for the
significance of “the debates unique to the ‘Dom” (165), which she argues are distinct from adult
debates because they “focus much of their energy on forming opinions that then influenced
decisions made by the local, regional, and national APAs” (166). In other words, amateur
communities were often more focused on the debating, consolidating and holding of power
through self-representation and criticism than in any literary endeavors. Consuelo does engage in
self-representation and it is certainly clear that she has knowledge of the local and regional
amateur communities. However, in contrast to many in amateur journalism, Consuelo seems to
take her criticism of literature as seriously as her criticism of individuals in the community. Isaac
also notes that there were wide variations in the quality of amateur criticism, and that these
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mirrored socioeconomic divides. Interestingly, Isaac found that amateur journalists who were
less affluent tended to engage in what she deems “serious” or “advanced” criticism far more
often than affluent amateurs and posits that this is because, while affluent amateurs might have
had a higher level of education, they also “more frequently treated amateur journalism as a social
hobby” (“Graphing the Archives” 340). Meanwhile, “less affluent amateurs, whose grasp on
middle class prosperity, social standing, and education was more tenuous, were more likely to
use amateur journalism to learn about writing, editing, and printing” (340). Though as Herbert
Clark asserts in his work, the Clark children had access to both informal and formal education,
Consuelo’s adoption of such a serious critical position does seem to have brought her genuine
enjoyment in practicing her writing and offered her an opportunity to exercise her critical
muscles.
Consuelo’s assumption of a universal persona as a critic is also in contrast to the
participation of white women who due to their uncomfortable visibility in the group were often
harassed and forced to respond to that harassment. White female amateurs used the word
“criticism” to describe their own marginalization in amateur journalism, and they therefore
identified less with the identity of the critic. In amateur journalism, the idea of literary criticism
often became synonymous with or difficult to separate from personal attacks—sometimes
playful and sometimes less so. As such, there was an ongoing conversation amongst white
female amateurs about the ills of negative feedback and the need for more positive feedback.
Additionally, criticism often had political implications—as the less powerful amongst amateur
journalists felt surveyed by the more powerful. In particular, young white women in amateur
journalism felt surveyed by the young men who commented on their productions in a critical
way. This sensitivity to criticism caused young white women in amateur journalism to frequently
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adopt the defensive tone that Jessica Isaac finds in amateur publications in general. For instance,
Isaac cites an example in which L. Libbie Adams, on being accused of not printing her own
paper, responded with an affidavit attesting to the fact (167). Another example of such a
tendency is noted by Paula Petrik. When accused of being “a small bit of female vanity,” Eva
Britton, editor of The Hurricane, replied, “Haven’t we the right to be vain? We were under the
impression that that characteristic belongs as much to ladies as bravery to the opposite sex” (qtd.
Petrik 137).
While they were certainly not wilting violets or victims passively accepting attacks then,
these young white women did frequently seem preoccupied with their vulnerability, and this
awareness made them less likely to take on the kind of strong critical identity Consuelo adopts in
the first place or—in extreme cases—to participate at all. For instance, in a letter printed in Zelda
Arlington’s paper, The Violet, one young woman gave the following reply to Arlington’s
invitation to join the ‘Dom:
I have looked over the papers you have sent and find they teem with news of different
associations, always having some one to pick on and find fault with instead of trying to
help each other along. What could a few girls do with two or three hundred boys to watch
our every movement, finding fault and criticizing us as they do each other? (“Influence”
Apr. 1885, 7)
In contrast, Consuelo does not ever bring her identity up, and seems to be so little known that her
identity never becomes an issue she has to publicly address. Consuelo’s invisibility in the real-life
public sphere of amateur journalism also adds to her ability to use a critical persona. Unlike many
white women, she was not a public persona, which allows her to practice the critical tone of white
male amateurs. Consuelo did, however, advocate for other women to take up the pen. In “Our
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Views,” she praises “A Simile” a poem in The Amateur Hoosier, saying that while “it was written
by some modest authoress who wishes to ‘remain incognita,’ she need never be ashamed to attach
her name to a poem” (4). In this way, Consuelo advocates for other women without ever having to
put herself in the way of danger or notoriety.
Most shadowy and difficult to comment on are Consuelo’s connections in the sphere of
amateur journalism. Exchange columns often give the best sense of an amateur’s professional
and perhaps personal connections. Here, amateur journalists list the journals with which they
exchange and critique the pieces they read in their pages. Of course, the vast majority of
Consuelo’s work in amateur journalism is criticism. She clearly seems to find enjoyment not
merely in writing, but in reading and in connecting with others in a community of readers and
writers.
Consuelo’s knowledge of amateur journalism seems predominantly focused on the
Midwest. Her reading of the Ohio Amateur Directory, for instance, would have given her a local
and state view of the ‘Dom, allowing her to peruse its “sketches of amateur journalism in your
own city or a neighboring one” (“Consuelo’s Corner,” Sep. 1878, 6). The publications she
reviews are also frequently from Ohio or the Midwest. The Weekly Aldine (Indianapolis), run by
“The Duke” and “Nameless,” The Aspirant (Indianapolis), The Exponent (Cincinnati). However,
she does discuss some that go further afield—The Amateur Blade (Buffalo or Wilmington,
depending on which one she is referring to, and The Amateur Journalist of Washington, D.C.).
She also gives many more hints that she knows of the previous work and reputations of
amateurs, even if she does not know them personally. She calls Swift “that enterprising young
amateur,” and Gerner “abused.” She also occasionally comments on the effect that comes from
reading multiple publications and stories together. She writes, for instance, that “The Amateur
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Journalist contains a story which tears into shreds that story of Winslow’s entitled ‘A
Southerner’s Story’” (6). This comment gives the sense that she sees the pieces as part of a
dialogue and understands the larger organization as a complex rhetorical playing field.

“No Man is a Hero to His Valet”: On the Danger of a Single Story in Archival Work35
Consuelo also wrote fiction for her brother’s paper, a humorous story entitled “No Man is
a Hero to His Valet.” In this story, Consuelo reverses the gender of this generic trope, imagining
the adventure of a flâneur-like protagonist who after witnessing the funeral of a much-lauded
charitable “heroine,” meets her racialized Irish maid who disabuses him of his idealization of the
heroine. Consuelo’s own race and class status make this an interesting piece for her to write, as
while she herself inhabited a racialized identity, her class identity was much more like that of the
upper-class heroine. Through the joke-like form of the story, Consuelo undermines readers’
ideological expectations. At another level, however, this piece presents and then refutes a eulogy,
making it another example of the desire to question historical narratives that Herbert Clark
exhibits in his piece. In contrast to many white amateurs’ attempt to create “universal” historical
narratives that hide their own creation and their biases, both Herbert and Consuelo Clark
exemplify a desire to exercise care by encouraging others to question such totalizing narratives.
While Consuelo Clark’s piece “No Man is a Hero to His Valet” is a simple humorous piece,
young people reading this story learn to question any story that does not seem to include more
than one perspective.
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My title is a reference to Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s TED Talk, “The Danger of the Single Story” in which she
discusses how “impressionable and vulnerable we are in the face of a story—particularly as children” (“The
Danger”). Adichie advocates for the importance of stories from many different perspectives—particularly in a
literary sense. However, Adichie’s insights also apply well to archives as well, as archives also frequently present a
single story that often pretends to be the whole truth or only perspective.
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After stumbling into a church, the ostensibly male protagonist hears a speech in praise of
a deceased “woman and heroine” which he narrates in free indirect discourse (“No Man Is a
Hero to His Valet,” Oct. 1878, 1). This speech details the heroine’s credentials thus:
She was active: benevolent institutions here and elsewhere certified it. She was
kindhearted and generous: hundreds could testify to it. She was a good catholic, for she
had expended her wealth and devoted her life to the promotion of the catholic religion. In
short, she was a saint. The bishop said, ‘I feel more disposed to pray to her than for her.’
(“No Man Is a Hero to His Valet,” Oct. 1878, 1)
The naïve protagonist originally completely buys the priest’s comments on the heroine, showing
the way in which authority can be used to create totalizing narratives that are quite convincing.
While Consuelo was marginalized by her racialized identity, she was no stranger to such social
power. In fact, she had many accomplishments similar to the heroine in her life—which are also
documented in her obituary. During her adulthood she served on many clubs—including the
Whittier Club and the Kitchen Garden Society of Ladies—whose activities were documented in
the Cincinnati Commercial Gazette’s Black society column “Our Colored Citizens” and the
Cincinnati Enquirer’s “Items on the Wing.36” Additionally, she sponsored Youngstown’s first
free kindergarten, organized for the YWCA, and worked at a charitable hospital, the Ohio
Hospital for Women and Children, which served women and children who could not otherwise
afford medical services (“Obituaries” 409). While some of Consuelo Clark’s activities show
more direct kinds of care (i.e. caring for patients), several others (i.e. her support of the
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For Consuelo’s participation in the Kitchen Garden Society of Ladies, see “Our Colored Citizens,” 15 Feb. 1885,
and for her participation in the Whittier Club, see “Our Colored Citizens,” 21 Jun. 1885, 27 Dec. 1885, 27 Mar.
1887, 7 Jul.1888, 8 Jul. 1888, and “Items on the Wing,” 7 Jan. 1888, and 7 Jul. 1888.
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kindergarten) exhibit more of a philanthropic interest in providing care for others. If Consuelo’s
piece is a critique of this kind of philanthropic giving, then she is very self-aware in her ability to
reflect on the ways in which such giving might be used to bolster, rather than actually share
power. Knowing this context about Consuelo’s life makes it clear that her critique of the
“heroine” is also a critique of women of her own class position, and of the ways in which both
narrative—and narratives about caring for others in particular—can be made to serve the
powerful and elide the perspectives of others.
However, Consuelo Clark’s own social position makes her critique here more
complicated by the introduction of the racialized Irish washerwoman who was the heroine’s
maid. The protagonist meets her on going to a “home where the perfume of soapsuds was
prevalent and a number of clothes on a line signified that the occupant was continuing her labor
undisturbed by a death so important” (“No Man is a Hero to His Valet” 1). The protagonist
describes the occupant in strangely disembodied terms. “There was a splash of water heard, and
a head the color of evening’s blush in the western skies, emerged from some dirty clothes and in
an Irish voice queried Faith now! ‘An is she dead!” (1). The fact that the Irish woman is
described in a disembodied manner—only her hair and voice are described—set readers up for a
racialized image. Moreover, the description of her hair in such a romanticized way evokes
stereotypes of Irish women’s closeness to the land. After telling her the good impression she
received, the protagonist’s “Irish friend” says “‘An’ did they make yees belave that? Shure, miss,
they’ve been decaving ye thin. I worked two months for her, and she’s the manist, stingiest old
crathur I iver knew. I wouldn’t work another day for her if I got twic’t the money” (1). The use
of Irish dialect in this passage, and the fact that it is so extreme as to convolute readers’ ability to
understand it reinforces the racialization of this character. This dialogue is portrayed in a
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humorous way, and the humor is heightened by the vehemence of her speech and the amusing
image of her head rearing up dramatically from the wash basin. The piece ends with the
protagonist being troubled by his need to put aside his illusions, asking “‘Must I abandon my
saint, my ideal woman?’ I fled to the street and from thence to my home, to ponder over the
opinion a maid had of her mistress” (1).
While the abrupt ending might suggest that Consuelo’s experience in writing fiction was
limited, it also fits the joke form she has been setting up. Ultimately, the humor of this piece
comes not only from the Irish washerwoman, but also from the protagonist’s naiveté and intense
desire to believe in idealized femininity. It is also the humor of this moment that delivers the
story’s message. Rather than one of the upper-class figures possessing the truth, the maid is
presented as possessing a valuable perspective on her life which once the protagonist knows it,
he must reckon with. Regardless of the philanthropic work the heroine has done, her virtue
cannot be seen as a totalizing narrative, but must be understood in conversation with the
perspective of a woman who worked for her.
The Irish character, like the heroine, may at first seem to be an essentialized caricature.
The Irish woman’s race is presented as inseparable from her status as a washerwoman. In fact,
she is depicted emerging from the washtub as if the two were connected. Additionally, readers
get no sense of any identity outside her job, and the use of dialect naturalizes her position at the
washtub. It seems that this essentialization is part of what causes the protagonist to respond so
immediately to her remarks and to be so convinced of their truth. While the character is able to
give a different perspective on the protagonist’s assumption about the heroine, the protagonist
immediately accepts it as a definitive refutation of the priest’s comments. Ultimately, however,
Consuelo’s own identity makes the insertion of a character who is marked by race but is not
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Black an interesting choice. While Consuelo’s own identity was more complex than that of either
character, as she was both upper middle-class and Black, the Irish washerwoman’s character
allows Consuelo to introduce race into the story without making the story about race without
drawing attention to her own race. In addition to being like the heroine, whose class privilege
allows her to do charitable deed for which she is lauded upon her death, Consuelo also
experienced aspects of racialization that inhibited her participation in amateur journalism, and
ultimately, obscured her story to history. In a sense then, the confinement of the Irish woman to
her position as a washer, which allows her to refute the heroine’s goodness presents a strangely
satisfying parable of working-class, racialized authority. While Consuelo may not have intended
to comment on her own position within amateur journalism, the narrowness of the Irish
washerwoman’s essentialized character and place in the story also serves to thematize the way in
which her own story has been reduced to one line in a piece written by her brother twenty-five
years after her amateur career has ended.
In this chapter, I have followed in Herbert Clark’s footsteps by attending to his sisters’
writing. Bringing their writing to public notice honors their professional and educational
successes, and reveals that their roots were, at least in part, in the acts of childhood writing and
communal creative production. I find the case of Herbert, Consuelo, and Ernestine, to be
interesting because unlike other groups of famous literary siblings, they did not go on to produce
well-known creative work as adults. Additionally, though their father is well-known, his work
was not the avenue through which I found the siblings’ work. While, as Karen Sánchez-Eppler
argues, children’s productions are often “the residue associated with the lives of prominent
adults,” (“In the Archives” 221) in this case, Peter Clark’s status as a well-known activist and
teacher was not what caused his children’s work to be valued or saved. Instead, it was
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inadvertently saved by the amateur journalism establishment. Because this work was
inadvertently saved, it was also completely dissociated from Peter Clark and his children’s
legacies—so much so, in fact, that it would have been difficult for a scholar researching their
family to have accidentally come across this work. The amateur work of the Clarks therefore
illustrates a valuable approach to conducting archival work on children’s creative productions.
Rather than beginning with the work of famous children or famous families, large repositories of
work produced by children provide a valuable opportunity to find and study the productions of
ordinary children in the past. I am not the first to use such a method, as many scholars whom I
cited earlier in this chapter also consider neglected genres or forms as a starting point for
learning more about children’s culture. Nazera Sadiq Wright, for instance, attends to periodicals
and scrapbook albums as a means of accessing experiences of Black girlhood in the nineteenth
century. I want to spend a little time, however, considering how the Clark sisters’ lives exceed in
interesting ways the story told by the surviving sources they left within the amateur journalism
establishment. I argue that attending to these different pieces of their stories can function as a
form of genuine care for one’s sources. When approached not as a falsely complete body of
work, but instead as an assemblage with many different parts, large bodies of work such as
archives of amateur journalism can be valuable starting points for telling many different
children’s stories. Moreover, remembering one’s own role in creating such story-assemblages
prompts a transparency about methods and reasons that is a kind of care for future scholars who
want to make meaning of the same archives.
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Care in the Lives of the Clarks
Beginning with amateur journalism as a starting point for research about the lives of
Consuelo and Ernestine Clark presents a picture in relief—the women whom white amateur
journalism did not include or invite into their conferences and exchange lists were active in many
other physical and virtual spaces. Learning about their work in these other spaces shows that they
were immensely respected and took on important roles that attest to their continued interest in
using print culture as a venue for exercising care toward their communities. In addition to
performing charitable work and practicing for many years as a doctor, Consuelo Clark also
advocated against Ohio’s “lunacy” trials, which she argued were “not fair to free-born citizens”
as they were conducted by medical rather than legal personnel, and were often unfairly enforced
upon women (“Lunacy Laws Need Changing” 66). In using the press to build momentum against
healthcare practices that she deemed to inhibit the civil rights of the mentally ill, Clark shows
that like her brother, she is committed to using the press as a venue for extending care to the
disenfranchised.
Consuelo Clark’s membership in the Whittier Club is another aspect of her life that
shows her engagement in communities of mutual self-improvement and care. This engagement
also shows poignantly the way in which segregation and social exclusion make the story of her
life feel divided, necessitating an effort to put the pieces back together. While it is covered in a
few iterations of the column “Our Colored Citizens,” one in particular notes that the meeting’s
subject was “Negro Literature” (“Our Colored Citizens,” 27 Dec. 1885). Subjects included “The
Black Regiment” a regiment from Massachussetts in the Civil War, Toussaint L’Ouverture,
leader of the Haitian Revolution, the song “Old Black Joe,” written in the style of slave spirituals
by a white comoposer named Stephen Foster, and “Negro Folklore” (“Our Colored Citizens,” 27
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Dec. 1885). This range of subjects thought-provoking in the way that it incorporates both literary
and non-literary subjects as part of the designation of “literature.” Indeed, Consuelo’s own
topic—“Negro Ability”—seems a more comprehensive topic for the meeting (“Our Colored
Citizens,” 27 Dec. 1885). The many mentions of Consuelo’s name in connection with this
society show that she contributed to it a few times a year for at least three years, making a far
more lasting contribution to this group than to amateur journalism.
Additionally, the same society column attests to Consuelo’s social activities. While
Consuelo was evidently excluded from the company of white amateur journalists, when reading
this column, it becomes clear that she had a vibrant social life. From going down south to “attend
the Mardi Gras” to frequent meetings and events such as the Gaines High School Alumni
gathering where she delivered a “well-prepared and spicy welcome address,” Consuelo Clark
was both physically mobile and rooted in her community (“Our Colored Citizens,”14 Mar. 1886,
and 27 Jun. 1886). She is also noted in this column as frequently entertaining seemingly
important guests from far away—including a Miss Fannie Harding of Galveston, TX (“Our
Colored Citizens,” 28 Aug. 1887) and a “Miss Hallie S. Brown…elocutionist” (“Our Colored
Citizens,” 9 Oct. 1887). Even more impressive however than the events and people themselves,
is the tone of awe and admiration in which both she and her sister are spoken of in these
columns. This tone gives the impression that they were not only well-regarded members of the
African American community but public personalities whose doings were assiduously
followed—role models even. At one club meeting, for instance, the column notes that “by their
efforts, [they] gave special interest” (7 Jan. 1888). Reading “Our Colored Citizens” presents a
telling contrast to Consuelo’s absence from the exchange columns of white amateurs of her day.
While white amateur journalists excluded or at least failed spectacularly to notice Consuelo

224
Clark, columns documenting Black Cincinnati noticed her religiously. This suggests that amateur
journalism’s racist exclusiveness was likely a major factor in her choice to take on a private
identity within amateur journalism, as such an identity ran directly counter to the strong social
tendencies and ability to make and sustain a large social network that this column shows.
Meanwhile her sister, Ernestine, whose amateur work either does not survive or cannot
be credited to her, was renowned as a professional singer, and sang in company and concerts
(“Our Colored Citizens,” 17 Aug. 1884 and 2 Jan. 1887). However, unlike her sister Consuelo,
she also apparently had a career in professional journalism. Ernestine Clark (later Nesbit) went
on to edit a column entitled “Mother’s Corner” in Ringwood’s Afro-American Journal of
Fashion, which ran from 1891-1895, and has been described by Noliwe Rooks as the “first
popular magazine published in the United States by and for African American women” (25).
Alongside her editing the magazine’s “Art Department” was Adina White, another member of
Consuelo Clark’s Whittier Club (Majors 255). Though we cannot study Ernestine’s amateur
journalism, it is clear that it, along with her own less committed attendance at the Whittier Club
must have played an important, if transitory role in her life.
In uncovering not only the amateur work, but also the philanthropy, social engagements,
and writing they engaged in as adults, I again focus more on the care work of these young
women than merely their literary effort. For Ernestine and Consuelo such a focus is apt not
because their literary work was not high quality, but rather, because their efforts in empowering
others and themselves extended far beyond the amateur work they did as children. Moreover, in
piecing together the work of their entire lives, lived in two different sectors—the public sector of
Black Cincinnati and the segregated white sector of amateur journalism where they existed
secretly, I aim to piece together what Elizabeth Povinelli would call an assemblage out of the
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archives of their lives. By recognizing my role in creating the object-assemblages I study, I
recognize my privilege and responsibility in choosing these objects, and use that privilege to
recover, attend to, and care for the material, archival traces of children’s lives (even while
recognizing that I cannot recover the voices or the individuals themselves). While such work
yields stories that are partial and include moments of unassimilable meaning, like those of
Consuelo, Ernestine, and Herbert Clark, it is important to remember that this is the only kind of
story there is. No stories, even the ones we tell most confidently are complete, and there are
many, many more stories to be told about both amateur journalism and young women’s crafts.
Moreover, the category of the literary should not be seen as self-evidently justifying its
own worth. By attending to ordinary young people’s literary and craft productions—in particular
those of marginalized children and young people—we gain a window onto the practices of care
and advocacy used by these children and young people to benefit themselves and others. By
prioritizing care as a heuristic through which to view children’s agency and their literary
production, we recognize that collaborative contributions to themselves, their families, their race,
gender, or national groups, or to the collective societal good are just as important as independent
literary action. Herbert Clark’s documentation of his sisters’ exemplary achievements, and his
demonstration of the way in which their literary and professional identities were deeply rooted in
their family’s commitment not to print culture for its own sake, but in the service of increased
civil rights for African American people, models and demonstrates the value of such a heuristic.
I hope that in acknowledging my own debt to Clark in locating and illuminating his sisters’ work
and assembling a story from the many scattered pieces, readers can almost (but not quite) lose
sight of the author herself, and see something of the deep web of interconnection, achievement,
and care that underlies—not literature—but the work of writing.
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